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Abstract 
This exegesis addresses the concept of writing for video games, and 
specifically the branching dialogue systems available within contemporary 
roleplaying video games. It suggests a taxonomy for the critique of 
interactive narratives, and seeks to answer the question of whether 
branching dialogues may be separated from their medium in order to apply 
more traditional methods of literary criticism.  
The exegesis covers the critique of four contemporary roleplaying video 
games that are rated as the ‘best’ from among the offerings of the current 
video game development industry. It also examines the author’s personal 
works from both an internal and external standpoint, to further elucidate the 
aspects of writing for branching dialogues and interactive media that have 
yet to be discussed from a practitioner’s point of view within an academic 
context. 
As a conclusion, the exegesis presents a final project aimed at 
supporting the reflections and discoveries made throughout, providing a 
first-hand look at a game writer’s unedited creative process and the methods 
by which greater interactivity with non-player characters may be achieved. 
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Chapter 1: 
ntroduction to Writing in 
Video Games 
Video games are a relatively young entertainment medium (Murray, 
1997). The novel has existed in its current form for more than 400 years, 
while movies have been around for 118 (Murray). By comparison, video 
games were first conceived of approximately 65 years ago, and began their 
lives unable to do much more than display simple graphics and limited text 
messages.  
It took another 30 years for game makers to develop their craft 
sufficiently and to create games with the ability to have a conversation with 
the player via a text-based interface, and another decade after that before 
games could rightly be said to contain characters who displayed a mind of 
their own (see Chapter 3). In the 25 years since then, storytelling in games 
has come a long way, from text-based vignettes to fully-voiced epics on par 
with the scope of Homer or Tolstoy (see, for example, Baldur’s Gate II: 
Shadows of Amn (BioWare, 2000), which contains 1.2 million words). 
Yet it is only in the last 15 years that games have started to develop 
their own methods of interacting with the player, rather than relying on the 
methods of more traditional media such as movies or books (Murray, 1997). 
Video games have a particular ability – to not only provide the player with 
consequences for her actions, but also to listen to her preferences (Schell, 
2013). The fact that she can become immersed in a game world as easily as 
she could with a book or a movie, and yet is able to have a direct impact on 
the events that unfold within that world, allows for a greater range of 
creative expression and exploration than has previously been available 
(Murray). Video games are at an exciting time in their development, and no 
more so than in the conversations they are beginning to have with players. 
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The genre of video games on the forefront of engaging with the player 
via character-based interactions – i.e. conversations – is the roleplaying 
genre. Similar to traditional tabletop games such as Dungeons & Dragons 
(Borland & King, 2003), these games foreground an emphasis on player 
interaction with the world and characters, and on narrating grand events of 
which the player is a vital part. Roleplaying games are particularly engaging 
for a writer’s imagination, as the conversations they contain can have 
multiple outcomes selected by different players, resulting in a collaborative 
process that turns each playthrough of the story into a highly personalised 
experience (Adams, 2013). 
The current method of interaction between a player of a roleplaying 
video game and the characters she meets is through a dialogue interface – a 
series of options that allow her to select what she wishes to say in a given 
situation (see Chapter 4). These dialogues within roleplaying video games – 
branching dialogues, so-called because they separate into many branching 
paths – are the focus of this exegesis. In terms of traditional media, these 
dialogues could most closely be compared to the “cut-up” prose experiments 
of the 1950s, or the Choose Your Own Adventure books that followed them. 
However, branching dialogues in video games provide a combination of 
shared ownership and consequence that can be absent from printed media. I 
have chosen to focus on branching dialogues because, as a professional game 
writer, they are what I spend the majority of my time writing.  
It is one of a game writer’s goals to increase player engagement with 
the game’s characters and world. An effective branching dialogue is 
complicated, responsive and, ideally, evokes the necessary sense of 
ownership within the player that will entice her to continue to play. 
Branching dialogues represent the best method of increasing emotional 
engagement in the coming years as the technology and understanding of 
interactive, non-linear drama improves. Improvements are being imagined 
already (see Schell, 2013; Murray, 1997; Short, 2012), but I am approaching 
the topic of engagement from an angle that has previously been 
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underrepresented in academia: that of a professional writer of interactive 
media. 
My interest in branching dialogues began 9 years ago. Today, I work at 
one of the top video game companies in the world, Eidos Montreal, which is 
renowned for its commitment to excellence in narrative (Eidos Montreal, 
2011; Lucas, 2012). I have 10 published video games to my name. I am no 
stranger to writing interactive narratives, yet my knowledge is entirely tacit – 
beyond my understanding, and mostly instinctual (Haseman & Mafe, 2009). 
Through this exegesis, I seek to make that tacit knowledge explicit – to reveal 
my creative processes that I might better understand them through reflection 
and share them with others who would wish to follow a similar path (Schön, 
1983). 
Unfortunately, the role of writing within video games faces criticism 
from some. Writer Tom Bissel, criticising the game Alan Wake (Remedy 
Entertainment, 2010), in which the protagonist is a writer of crime novels, 
said, “You read those manuscript pages and you want to pluck out your eyes 
they’re so bad” (2010). Chris Crawford stated at the International Conference 
on Interactive Digital Storytelling conference in 20111 that the games 
industry hires “hacks” to write their plots and characters and that “if you 
actually play the games, the stories are really lame, they’re awful.” This 
exegesis will argue that these statements are predicated on a 
misunderstanding of games as a storytelling medium.  
What is lacking from the above criticisms is the understanding of games 
as ergodic literature – that is, texts that must be interacted with in order to 
provide a story (Aarseth, 1997). While the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure 
book is the most similar analogy to video game storytelling available in 
traditional media, it does not reach the same levels of interactivity that 
branching dialogues within current-generation roleplaying video games do 
(Poole, 2000).  
                                                 
1 For the full text, see Appendix A. 
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A branching dialogue, in this instance, refers to a system of interaction 
within contemporary roleplaying video games. The player enters a 
conversation with one or more non-player characters, and is presented with 
options for her responses. A simplistic branching dialogue may begin as 
such: 
 
Non-player character: “How are you today?” 
 
Player choices: 
o “Well, thank you. And you?” 
o “Okay, but not great.” 
o “Terrible! You have no idea!” 
 
Depending on the player’s choice above, the dialogue will progress 
along different paths – the ‘branches’ from which the method takes its name. 
A branching dialogue is therefore known as an ergodic text, as it requires 
effort to navigate – one is not simply turning a page or watching a screen, but 
participating in the construction of a narrative (Aarseth, 1997). 
Thus the comparison between Choose-Your-Own-Adventure books and 
branching dialogues can be made to illuminate the differences of the 
interactive medium. A Choose-Your-Own-Adventure book exists as a 
complete – if fragmented – narrative, regardless of whether the reader is 
currently interacting with it or not. Branching dialogues within video games, 
on the other hand, exist in a state of potential: until the player has made her 
choices and progressed through the dialogue, each outcome remains only a 
possibility. There is no set path.  
Because the player’s expenditure of effort is necessary to the creation 
and experience of the game’s story, it can be said that interaction is as crucial 
to the nature of video games as the written word is to a novel. However, 
interactivity alone is not enough, as this can be argued to exist within 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
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Choose-Your-Own-Adventure books; interactivity within games must have 
an impact on the narrative in order to be meaningful (Handler-Miller, 2010a). 
This cross-over in authorship between the writer and the player is the core 
difference between games and any other storytelling medium, and one that 
has resulted in serious debates as to what the nature of video game writing is 
– such as the debate between ludology and narratology outlined below.  
The ludology versus narratology debate was one that arose early in the 
late 20th and early 21st centuries, spurred by a growing academic interest in 
digital games as a medium for storytelling. In these two overlapping 
academic approaches, the main argument was concerned with whether or 
not games actively tell any kind of story at all (Frasca, 2003). Adams (1999) 
stated that “Interactivity is almost the opposite of narrative,” Costikyan 
(2007) argued that “There is a direct, immediate conflict between the 
demands of a story and the demands of a game,” while Carr (2006) went so 
far as to openly state that “Computer games are ‘not narrative’...” On the 
other side of the debate are scholars such as Laurel (1993), Turkle (1996), and 
Murray, who stated that “the more freedom the interactor feels, the more 
powerful the sense of plot” (1997, p. 207). In the latter view, plot, or story, is 
the result of the audience’s interaction with the text – without someone to 
read the book, watch the movie, or play the game, there is no story to be told. 
This concept is similar to Aarseth’s notion of ergodic literature, as outlined 
above (1997). While the two approaches sounded like divergent approaches 
at the time, Frasca’s article reconciles the two views by providing evidence 
that they were essentially arguing the same point. 
However, Frasca does raise questions as to how narrative in games can 
be actively assessed. When considering how best to evaluate a game’s 
narrative, it is vital to take into account the necessary inclusion of 
interactivity that makes video game writing less an act of writing a story for 
the player to blindly follow, than an act of allowing her to discover her own 
version of a story originally envisioned by the writer. Interactivity turns 
every aspect of story into an active element of design. Stories in games are 
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dictated by the possibility space of the medium: that is, the exploration of the 
game world itself becomes an active part of the storytelling process. This 
means that the writer is not only the one driving the action forward through 
plot points and grand events, but is also an architect of the various spaces the 
player will traverse (Murray, 1997; Jenkins, 2004). The writer must create a 
world that the player can explore, at will, without finding the boundaries 
that allow a glimpse behind the curtain. Games no longer require Sir Samuel 
Coleridge’s ‘willing suspension of disbelief’, but instead Murray’s active 
creation of belief, and it is this interactivity that has made video games unique 
from a storytelling perspective (1997). 
Further, it is this combination of interactivity and the active creation of 
belief that prompted this study. While writing as a craft has established 
methods of analysis (see for example Forster, 1927; Eliot, 1933; Foucault, 
1967), and video games have a growing body of work examining what they 
are and what interactivity entails (Swink, 2009; Bogost, 2007 & 2011; 
McGonigal, 2011) there are not, as yet, any well-researched methods for 
examining the craft of writing for video games specifically.  
There are numerous how-to books, but they tend toward giving basic 
writing tips and then suggesting practice (see for example Alexander, 2011; 
Glassner, 2004; Marx, 2010). There are critiques such as the Writers Guild of 
America and Canadian Video Game Writing Awards, but the former tends to 
focus only on the written word while ignoring the impact of interactivity, 
and the latter is based on the “story & vision, dialog and emotional impact” 
(Goldman & Mitchell, 2007; Lucas, 2012). While the latter goes a step further 
toward understanding video game writing as inherently interactive, the 
analysis still relies on individual engagement with each player’s version of 
the game, without perhaps understanding the full extent of what is offered 
through the combination of the two practices of writing and designing 
interactivity. 
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What is not covered by any currently available research, commercial or 
academic, into the field of game writing is a discussion of the aesthetics: of 
the ways in which different games seek to approach the same problem of 
best representing the player’s emotional engagement with the virtual world. 
It is only by examining the current approaches that newer, even more varied 
methods of narrative interaction can be attempted, and then examined in 
terms of their effectiveness. Doing so would broaden the field of study to 
include heretofore unimagined methods for creating and maintaining player 
engagement, including different ways of determining what, within a game, 
falls into the category of “narrative.” 
This leads back into the earlier discussion summarised by Frasca – that 
ludologists believed games cannot contain any kind of formal narrative, due 
to the nature of interactivity, while narratologists believed that the player 
constructed their story from the pre-existing elements of both the game and 
the player’s psyche (2003). As both Frasca and Murray (2005) note, the debate 
has long since been concluded as a differing over semantics, rather than 
substance, but ludologists continue to be represented as those people who 
focus on play as a form of narrative, while narratavists – and not 
narratologists, as the debate originally decreed – study the application of 
stories to interactive environments. What neither side has arrived at, 
however, is a set of standards by which the application of existing narrative 
tools within an interactive dialogue can be assessed. 
The evidence of a lack of tools to perform a proper critique and my own 
experiences as both a professional game writer and lecturer in interactive 
narrative have led me to the following question: is it possible to critique the 
writing within a video game by separating it from the interactivity of the 
form and letting it stand alone as a piece of writing? Or does the necessary 
inclusion of interactivity limit analysis and critique to examining the whole, 
then unpacking the constituent elements until the writing can be distilled as 
a separate entity? I propose that there must be a more elegant solution than 
either of the methods described. Thus it is with this conundrum in mind – 
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the separation of the craft of video game writing from the medium in which 
it resides – that this exegesis is framed. 
1.1 AREA OF RESEARCH: INTERACTING IN STORIES? 
Games are interactive: this much is evident. But what this interaction 
means for storytelling has far-reaching consequences. While the ability of the 
player to complete actions within the confines of the game’s narrative has a 
bearing on her ability to finish the game or acquire a desired outcome, her 
emotional engagement with the world is made more complete by her ability 
to interact with memorable characters (Murray, 1997). A video game without 
any other character with which the player may interact – even in the form of 
a narrator – would be analogous to a novel in which the main character 
carried out a series of tasks, alone, with no external forces acting on her.  
Thus, while early video games mostly focused on action, it wasn’t until 
other characters were introduced, with whom the player could converse, that 
games began to be praised for their storytelling capability (see Chapter 3 for 
a more detailed history of the development of interactive conversations 
within video games). The subsequent rise of the ‘roleplaying’ genre, in which 
the player takes on a particular ‘role’ in order to interact with the game 
world, gave players a new sense of control. Now, not only would games 
react to her actions within the world, but they could also react to her words. 
Early instances of this type of interaction were almost exclusively keyword 
and parser-based (see, for example, Colossal Cave Adventure from Crowther & 
Woods, 1977), and had no real ability to provide ongoing conversation in a 
recognisable form.  
However, the ability to type text into a computer and have it recognise 
your words was instrumental in defining a feeling characteristic to the 
interactive medium: the feeling of control. This feeling was called ‘agency,’ 
and has most succinctly been described using Murray’s terminology as “the 
satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our 
decisions and choices.” (1997, p. 126). Agency in games provides the ability 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 1: Introduction -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 23 
 
to safely make choices, and to see the outcomes of those choices while 
avoiding any real-world consequences (Handler-Miller, 2010a).  
In roleplaying video games, which are the focus of this exegesis, the 
player’s sense of agency is not limited to her actions within the game world, 
however, and nor are her actions the main method of storytelling for this 
particular genre. The majority of what Handler-Miller would deem 
meaningful agency is found within the branching dialogue systems of such 
roleplaying games – that is, within conversations that the player has with one 
or several characters, and through which she may explore different 
consequences related to different social attitudes (2010a). This makes the 
game writer not only the author of worlds and of stories, but also of 
emotional engagement via interactive characterisation.  
In games, the consequences of every action that the player can take 
should be included with reasonable foresight. This includes conversations in 
which the player may – depending on the outcome of her choices – become 
friends or enemies with certain characters after speaking with them. Her 
choices within her conversations with these characters should have as much 
bearing on their relationship with her as her actions outside of the 
conversation do, driving the feeling of a consistent and believable world. 
Thus it is the feeling of agency, the ability to influence the unfolding of 
events, which provides the main form of interactivity in the context of video 
games, and it is this interactivity that has made video games unique from a 
storytelling perspective (Aarseth, 1997).  
Recent years have seen a greater focus on that particular aspect of video 
game storytelling: the player’s interaction with the game’s world. Regardless 
of whether it was ‘solved’ or not by Frasca’s summation in 2003, the ludology 
versus narrativism argument of interactivity versus story remains at the core 
of current industry trends. The 2010 ‘interactive drama’ Heavy Rain had 
hundreds of minor details that could change the player’s experience 
depending on her in-game actions and conversations with other characters 
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(Quantic Dream). These interactions also determined the final outcome of the 
player’s personalised experience of the authored story.  
The 2011 stealth-action-roleplaying game Deus Ex: Human Revolution 
developed a branching dialogue system specifically aimed at creating a 
coherent conversation flow by allowing the conversation itself to 
dynamically react to the player’s level of success – characters who feel 
threatened by the player’s arguments will become more defensive, while 
characters who feel the player’s arguments are weak will become more 
aggressive (Eidos Montreal). In this way, it appears to the player as if the 
game is ‘listening’ to her, by responding directly to the emotional content of 
her words. 
 Neither of these approaches – including hundreds of malleable minor 
details or developing a dialogue system that ‘listens’ – would have been 
possible without a dedication to the creation of agency. This is the desire on 
the part of the game writers (and designers) to create a world in which the 
player may empower herself, rather than being empowered by game 
mechanics or story moments. It is the player’s ownership of her actions that 
makes a game compelling, and crafting situations in which the carefully-
scripted and programmed confines of the game can provide the illusion of 
absolute control is a heavy task for all facets of game development, but most 
especially for the story.  
The main reason creating agency is resource-intensive from the writing 
side, is that stories with agency necessarily become centred on an unseen, 
unknowable main character: the player. As the player’s actions influence the 
game world, so the world should react to her influence. Everything from the 
environments, to the artificial intelligence of non-player characters, to the 
designs of the levels themselves, should be consistent with both the player’s 
in-game actions and the direction of the intended narrative. Storytelling in 
this ergodic space (i.e. that which requires non-trivial effort to navigate) 
turns every aspect of story into an active element of design, seemingly 
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rendering it indistinguishable from the medium in which it is delivered 
(McLuhan, 1964). Nevertheless, deconstruction of the elements inherent to 
video game writing – and particularly branching dialogues such as those 
from Deus Ex – may serve to elucidate some of the processes and intended 
outcomes involved in creating a believable world. 
1.2 VIDEO GAME WRITING IN CONTEXT 
In working to separate the craft of video game writing from the context 
that surrounds it – namely, a game – it becomes necessary to understand the 
aspects of games that impact on the nature of the writing involved. Video 
game writing differs from traditional creative writing in four key ways that 
make the medium unique: the Critical Path, Emergent Narrative, Immersion, 
and the aforementioned concept of Agency. 
1.2.1 Agency 
The first key difference between writing for video games and writing 
for traditional media is the aforementioned concept of Agency. Murray’s 
definition of Agency, as stated earlier, is: “the satisfying power to take 
meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices.” (1997, 
p. 126). Her definition continues by saying that “a high degree of agency [is 
characterised by] actions [that are] highly autonomous, selected from a large 
range of possible choices, and [which] wholly determine the course of the 
game” (Murray, p. 129). She also states that powerful interactive plots are 
tied to the feeling of freedom experienced by the interactor, and thus are 
heavily reliant on a sense of causality (Murray).  
The concept of story-changing choice as the player’s right can be a 
stumbling block for writers of traditional media who wish to examine the 
field. The ability and requirement to ‘let go’ of the narrative in order to allow 
the player to experience her own particular version of the story is one of the 
hardest transitions to make (Handler-Miller, 2010a). The answer as to how to 
allow for agency in a script that must be written to a deadline is an important 
one in a game writer’s lexicon – the writer may make use of the illusion of 
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choice, where no true choices are available, either through design or other 
technical constraints, but if the illusion is too thin the player will feel 
disappointed, and even betrayed. According to Yellowlees-Douglas, reading 
is “an act of faith” (2000, p. 90), and this is no less true of video games simply 
because they are interactive.  
Agency, then, is the culmination of several areas of the video game 
development process that must combine to create a sense of freedom for the 
player, while keeping content generation (i.e. the amount of writing or 
designing or programming that goes into the game) to a manageable level. 
Of particular importance is the idea that effective writing can cover places 
where either the design or programming may limit the player’s choice, by 
making those choices seem as if they were inevitable (Marx, 2010). 
Alternately, ineffective writing may serve instead to draw attention toward 
the options that aren’t available, instead of those that are (Marx). 
Thus analysing the craft of video game writing as separate from its 
medium requires an understanding of the processes of Agency; that is, the 
processes that provide the greatest illusion of freedom to the player. The way 
that a branching dialogue is ‘constructed’ – the way that the different 
branches diverge and reconnect – and the variety of available options may be 
one way to gain a reasonable indication of the level of Agency provided by 
the writing (Koster, 2013). However, the outcomes of the multitude of paths 
through that dialogue are what will truly determine the player’s sense of 
choice – whether her choices are seen as “non-trivial” or not (McMahan, 
2003, p. 69). For example, a player may enter a conversation with the intent 
of making a character within the game world angry. If she succeeds, but the 
next time she speaks to that character she’s greeted cordially as if nothing 
happened, this will disperse the sense of Agency and, with it, the active 
creation of belief so necessary to interactive narratives (Murray, 1997). 
This kind of conversational back-pedalling and concurrent reduction in 
Agency often occurs when a specific character is too important to the plot to 
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refuse to speak to the player. For example, in The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion the 
player is able to repeatedly drown any of the major quest characters with no 
repercussions (Bethesda Game Studios, 2006). This is because allowing those 
characters to die would break the game’s ‘critical path’ – the intended story 
experience (Adams, 2013). It is to the Critical Path that all aspects of design 
must adhere, including the writing. 
1.2.2 Critical Path 
The second difference between video game writing and writing for 
traditional media is the concept of the Critical Path. This is the idea of 
specific major events that must be experienced by the player in order for the 
narrative to continue. The Critical Path includes the conversations the player 
must have that will provide all of the necessary information to get the player 
from point A to point B in a storytelling sense (Handler-Miller, 2010b). 
However, the Critical Path is also used to refer to a story-specific element of 
branching dialogues: the shortest path through any given dialogue that 
provides the player with only the information she ‘needs’ to know. 
The Critical Path through a dialogue is characterised by conveying as 
much information in as few words as possible. Additionally, usability of the 
Critical Path is usually tested based on the number of ‘clicks’ – how many 
times the player must press a button or click her mouse to complete the 
conversation (Sonderegger, 2010). The smaller the number, the ‘better’ the 
Critical Path is considered to be2. Essentially, under this model, all writing 
beyond the Critical Path is considered optional for the player (see section 5.5, 
p. 116, for further discussion of this topic).  
This supports Ebert’s argument that games can never contain great 
writing, because a game has “rules, points, objectives, and an outcome” 
which necessarily undermine coherent dramatic structure (2010). In terms of 
shortening conversations to include only that which is necessary, he is 
correct. However, it is the objectives of the game that provide interactivity; it 
                                                 
2 Based on the general industry consensus that I have experienced throughout my career. 
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is the outcome toward which the player works, in co-operation with the 
development team, which renders the process meaningful. Without 
discernible meaning, interactivity is unsatisfying, and results in feelings of 
dysphoria instead of Agency (Handler-Miller, 2010a).  
From the design perspective, the Critical Path within conversations acts 
as a shortcut to allow the player to engage with the type of interaction she 
craves most (i.e. killing monsters or exploring). Players who wish to spend 
more time within the conversations may certainly do so, but by not forcing 
social interaction on those who are not interested in it, the developers can 
maintain a higher overall satisfaction rate for the different types of players 
who can be expected to interact with the game (Bartle, 1996).  
Thus, the Critical Path has been defined over the years by industry 
convention. Within branching dialogues, the Critical Path is usually 
identified as either the first choice among dialogue options, or by the default 
position of the mouse (or gamepad) cursor. In the example below, from 
Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) it is possible to see that the default 
choice, i.e. Option 1, the Critical Path, provides a neutral answer for the 
player to give, as opposed to the third option, which is overtly offensive. 
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Figure 1.1. Dialogue options within the 2009 roleplaying game Dragon Age: Origins, one of the 
titles to be analysed within this exegesis (BioWare). 
 
Shianni: “You do remember what today is, don’t you?” 
 
Player choices: 
o “1. Summerday?” 
o “2. Someone’s wedding?” 
o “3. According to your breath, it’s get-drunk-before-noon day.” 
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In current industry ideology, the Critical Path is a necessary aspect of 
conversation design. While the reasons for this are manifold, and beyond the 
scope of this exegesis, it remains necessary to keep the idea of the Critical 
Path in mind when analysing the craft of video game writing as separate 
from its medium. Having the option to skip information that would normally 
be considered character- or world-building is considered not only a 
necessity, but a virtue. The primary motivation behind Critical Path writing 
in video games is therefore that of information dissemination, not evocation. 
However, that is not to say that video game writing is not evocative. As 
evidenced by the ludology versus narrativism debate discussed earlier, it is 
the player’s ownership of the world and her own personal story which 
drives her continued interaction with the game space. Thus video game 
writing can be applied to various other aspects of design in order to allow for 
the creation of what has been dubbed Emergent Narrative – the story created 
by the player, in conjunction with the development team, but which is solely 
her own property (Adams, 2013). 
1.2.3 Emergent Narrative 
Emergent Narrative is the third difference between video game writing 
and writing for traditional media. It is an aspect of design that can be very 
easy for a writer to take for granted, because its presence seems self-evident. 
Within games, there are generally two accepted types of narratives: 
Embedded and Emergent. The term Embedded, loosely defined, is any story 
element created or included by the original author (LeBlanc, 2012). Jenkins 
calls this “narrative architecture”: the design of spaces within the game to 
evoke specific thoughts, emotions or story beats (2004, p. 123).  
Emergent storytelling systems, on the other hand, “have reached such a 
degree of intricacy that they are their own description; there is no other way 
to predict everything they are likely to do than to run them in every possible 
configuration” (Murray, 1997, p. 240). These are essentially systems of 
narrative that provide basic building blocks from which the player may draw 
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her own conclusions. There is no ‘right answer’ in this context, though the 
author may have had an intended narrative. Emergent Narratives exist to be 
interpreted, much in the sense that pioneering hypertexts such as Twelve Blue 
do (Yellowlees-Douglas, 2000). 
Emergent Narrative, however, is completely open to interpretation, as 
stated above. It is only with the iterations of storytelling provided by many 
players participating in the same narrative that every possible narrative path 
is eventually revealed – including stories that can prove to be highly 
personal. Designer Jesse Schell likens Emergent storytelling to “tending a 
garden, since what emerges has a life of its own” (2008, p. 141). An example 
from The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) will serve to 
illustrate the power of Emergent Narrative:  
 
Figure 1.2. A pair of skeletons next to a sprung bear trap, which the player may discover 
during her journey through Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). 
The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim ® © 2011 ZeniMax Media Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
 
Next to the topmost skeleton is an apothecary’s satchel, filled with 
healing herbs. Apparently they weren’t enough to save the person whose leg 
was caught in the bear trap, but that is all the extra information that is 
provided. There is no ‘answer’ in the game as to what this story may be. It is 
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merely one of hundreds of examples of Emergent Narrative – one type of 
which is also called Environmental Storytelling – within the game, and its 
meaning is left entirely to the player’s imagination.  
In this way, writing for video games is as much about creating silences 
replete with storytelling potential as it is about meticulously chronicling 
every detail of the imaginary world. Thus, in order to separate the craft of 
video game writing from its medium, it is necessary to view the silences 
within it as allowing room for expression, rather than as accidental omission. 
It is to consider the possible interpretations of events, rather than searching 
for the correct interpretation: to understand that the player is complicit in the 
act of storytelling (Adams, 2013). 
This, again, ties into Murray’s active creation of belief (1997). Through 
Emergent Narrative, the player is invited to attach her own interpretations of 
events to the artefacts included by the designers for just that purpose. The 
game becomes inclusive of the player as an interactor, not simply a passive 
observer, but as a part of the world, providing Murray’s sensation of “being 
surrounded by a completely other reality” – or, in other words, providing 
Immersion (p. 98). 
1.2.4 Immersion 
The fourth and, for the purposes of this exegesis, final difference 
between video game writing and writing for traditional media is the 
aspiration of achieving Immersion for the player. This is a state in which the 
game world becomes real and tangible in the sense that “the medium itself 
melts away into transparency” (Swink, 2009, p. 25). Immersion allows the 
player to focus on the game world to the exclusion of real-world elements, 
like the controller or user interface, and to experience a sense of actually 
being in that space (Murray, 1997).  
Immersion is the concept most removed from video game writing, but 
most familiar to authors of traditional media. The “tight linkage between 
visual, kinaesthetic, and auditory modalities” (Laurel, 1993, p. 161) in games 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 1: Introduction -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 33 
 
is similar to McKee’s ‘unified internal consistency’: the idea of a self-
validating setting (McKee, via Eckerling, 2009). As Marx further elucidates, 
Immersion is created by establishing a consistent mood or theme that can be 
intertwined with and supported by all other aspects of the game’s visuals, 
audio, and other tangible artefacts (2010).  
In ideal cases of Immersion, players “talk about ‘being’, rather than 
‘playing’ or ‘controlling’” (Waggoner, 2009, p. 33). It is this ability to ‘be’ that 
allows for the self-identification required for game stories to have the 
intended emotional impact on their audience – an impact that may appear to 
be absent when viewed externally. The idea of video game stories is of 
enactment resulting in a stronger emotional connection between the player 
and her player character (Turkle, 2011). This connection is purely 
experiential, and can usually be observed, but not explained. The signs of 
Immersion with video games may be consistent with those from other media, 
but result in a heightened emotional impact, because the player is the one 
doing, rather than the one observing (Murray, 1997).  
The connection between the player and her character – the connection 
of enactment – is vital to video game writing, because it foregrounds all other 
aspects of the experience: if the player does not feel immersed in the game 
world, in the sense that she feels as if her choices are meaningless, or her 
character acts without her consent, the enjoyment of the exercise is lost 
(Murray, 1997). Because it relies on every aspect of design and 
implementation, Immersion is the most difficult element to control from a 
writing standpoint, but it is also the easiest to support using traditional 
narrative tools such as comprehensive world- and character-building.  
Nevertheless, the connection between the player and her character must 
be kept in mind at all times, as it represents the tangible method for the 
player to interact with the text. Her sense of enactment must be taken into 
consideration when analysing the craft of video game writing as separate 
from its medium. 
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1.3 OVERVIEW 
The discussion of video games as a storytelling medium is ongoing. The 
academic ludology versus narrativism debate examined whether or not 
games as an interactive medium are capable of coherent storytelling. As a 
certainty, this debate has yet to be resolved, although current industry 
opinion is that games are the highest form of personalised storytelling 
available to date (Murray, 1997; Mustard, 2012). This is primarily because 
games deal not with the willing suspension of disbelief, but the active 
creation of belief, in which the player’s engagement with the game is vital to 
the game’s existence (Murray, 1997; Aarseth, 1997).  
However, current methods for critiquing writing within video games 
are inconsistent. Some organisations, such as the Writers Guild of America, 
require an exported version of the entire video game script; others, such as 
the British Academy of Film and Television Arts, have the members of the 
jury play the nominated video games, without access to the complete script. 
Neither approach covers all of the possibilities of what each game’s narrative 
can offer, although they are reasonable starting points. 
The main narrative ability that video games can offer is that of 
attending to or ‘listening’ to the player’s choices and showing her the 
consequences of her actions (Schell, 2013). This concept is at the core of the 
four key differences between writing for video games and writing for 
traditional media: Agency, which allows the player to feel in control of her 
actions, and to feel that she’s making meaningful choices; the Critical Path, 
which offers the player a way in which to fast-track through the story, while 
still providing the necessary information for her to understand the 
consequences of her decisions; Emergent Narrative, which allows the player 
to place her own interpretations on in-game events and have them be 
considered valid; and Immersion, which draws the player into the game 
world in order to create a strong bond of enactment between her and her 
character. All of these elements need to be taken into consideration when 
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assessing the possibility of critiquing video game writing as separate from its 
medium. 
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Chapter 2: 
ethodology 
Examining the interdisciplinary area of writing for video games leads to 
a question of which methodology – and from which area of study – one 
might best use to approach the subject. This chapter will outline several 
attempted approaches, as well as the reasons why they proved to be 
unsuitable for the intended analysis. It concludes with the rationale behind 
the choice of a practice-led methodology as the approach most suitable for 
representing the tacit knowledge of the game writer’s craft. 
2.1 BEGINNING THE STUDY – QUANTITATIVE, OR QUALITATIVE? 
The most basic question, when considering an approach to research, 
consists of determining whether a quantitative or qualitative method will be 
more suited to the form of data collection intended to take place. Early in the 
process I decided to design a short study to examine whether the intended 
hypothesis – discovering whether it is possible to isolate storytelling 
elements (branching dialogues) from their media (video games) in order to 
better understand them through critique – could be observed externally by 
considering player choice. The reason for designing the study, as stated 
above, was to determine whether quantitative or qualitative data would 
provide me with the most relevant information.  
Additionally, as a practitioner it is of great interest to be able to review 
the ways in which people play those games that are critically acclaimed for 
their stories. It is difficult, from discussion alone, to understand what specific 
elements are considered to make one interactive story more praiseworthy 
than others. The opportunity to strengthen my craft by observing player 
interactions with a critically-acclaimed narrative – the City Elf introductory 
segment from Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) – was invaluable. 
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2.1.1 Test Conditions 
The design included metrics that were measured both during and after 
play took place: the quantitative methods included rapidity of eye 
movement, time spent playing the game segment, number of optional 
interactions undertaken and metrics such as age, gender and familiarity with 
the genre. For the qualitative methods, the instruments chosen for assessing 
the players’ feelings and actions were the Bartle player type test, based on 
Dr. Bartle’s 1996 paper, which outlines the four types of players one can 
expect to encounter in video games, and the Myers-Briggs personality scale, 
used by companies such as Coles-Myer to determine employee suitability for 
various tasks (The Myers & Briggs Foundation, n.d.). The hypothesis was 
that: the quantitative elements, such as rapidity of eye movement, time spent 
playing, and number of optional interactions would indicate a player’s 
engagement with the game; and that players who reported both the same 
player type and same personality type would show similarities within the 
quantitative data. 
To support the hypothesis, the study also included a self-devised, 
extremely simplified version of the Myers-Briggs test to the end-of-play 
survey, in order to gauge where each player felt he or she fell on the 
personality scale. This was intended to determine whether players who 
deviated from the hypothesis self-reported a different personality than that 
obtained by completing the Myers-Briggs. For example, if a player self-
reported as an extrovert, but Myers-Briggs reported her as an introvert, 
further analysis could be undertaken to determine what effect self-
actualization or identity projection may take in roleplaying situations 
(Waggoner, 2009).   
2.1.2 Results 
What this pilot project demonstrated was that even players who 
reported the same Bartle type and Myers-Briggs personality type as each 
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other behaved very differently in-game, and self-reported different 
experiences than what occurred on-screen. The results were collated as a 
chart and similarities between them recorded. Three players who reported 
both the same Bartle type and Myers-Briggs type were the focus of my first 
round of analysis. Their in-game conversation choices are shown in 
Appendix B. 
In analysing the chart, no clear pattern immediately emerged. While 
certain choices within the conversation corresponded strongly between 
players – for example, the beginning of conversation 3, where the two female 
participants both chose the same options, while the male participant deviated 
– the nature of the branching dialogues presented is such that choosing 
different options to those of another player leads off on a different narrative 
path entirely. In ideal terms, that’s the intended outcome: that no two players 
will have the same experience within the game. In terms of analysis, that 
kind of branching creates a difficulty for those wishing to understand 
patterns of play.  
The chart also demonstrated that even a small sample size of possible 
choices will result in significant deviations. In the case of Dragon Age: Origins 
(Bioware, 2009), players are presented with an average of 3-4 dialogue 
options per node. While the data collected certainly shows a low incidence of 
randomness in terms of the options chosen – as it should, since the players 
were, for the most part, carefully considering which option best adhered to 
their personal morals and ideals – there was still not as much correlation 
between players of the same Bartle and Myers-Briggs types as expected.  
For example, players were given the option to create an in-game avatar 
that was either a warrior or a thief. Here, there was no correlation between 
the same Bartle types or Myers-Briggs results. A similar circumstance 
occurred for gender – while those who reported as a Killer type were more 
likely to choose a character the same gender as they were, none of the other 
Bartle types showed a similar correlation. Likewise, while male can be 
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considered the ‘default’ for a majority of games, and this has undoubtedly 
had an impact on female players and their choices of avatars (e.g. see 
Abernathy, 2011; Buenaobra, 2011; Dan, 2011), of the two women who 
volunteered for the pilot study, one chose female and one chose male. 
Equally interesting is the fact that the male participants who opted to play as 
female did not display a higher self-awareness when predicting the results of 
their personality and player type tests than those who chose to play as their 
own gender. 
Following from the discovery that there was little correlation between 
participants of the same Bartle type, Myers-Briggs type, age range, or gender, 
the results of the pilot project were reviewed. The understanding was that if 
there was no correlation in choices between those players deemed to be most 
similar, finding links between players of greatly varying personality types 
would be even more unlikely. A preliminary analysis was carried out that 
supported this second hypothesis of non-cohesion, and the results of the data 
collection were discarded.  
It became clear that, unlike Waggoner (2009), who was measuring 
immersion and its effects on players of varying skill levels, what I had hoped 
to attain from my analysis was an understanding of what prompted players 
to choose certain dialogue options over others. While this is undoubtedly 
linked to player engagement – as evidenced by several of the players within 
my study who remarked, after choosing multiple critical path dialogues in a 
row, that they wanted to care but were tired of reading – player engagement 
does not support the intended direction of my study. External observation of 
reactions to branching dialogues were not enough, in this context, to 
facilitate the understanding necessary to critiquing the game’s content: it 
simply provided too many variables and too little usable data. 
It also became clear that quantitative methods would not provide the 
data I was looking for, as isolating branching dialogues from the interactivity 
that supports them necessarily means removing the players who would 
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provide the required metrics. Examining the dialogues in the context of 
player interaction with the text includes interactivity by definition, and thus 
cannot be applied to the intention to separate video game writing from its 
implementation. It was thus determined that a qualitative approach would 
be better suited to the intended direction of the project.  
2.2 REFINING THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
The above research provided insight that had been absent from the 
original hypothesis – that branching dialogue in video games could be 
approached from the opposite angle, i.e. that of the creator. While I had 
focussed on player response, relying on my expertise as both an avid player 
and an industry professional, I had forgotten a key component of the 
development of interactive dialogues: the writer.  
For this, I credit Mateas and Stern’s Façade, a parser-based interactive 
drama in which the player can type commands to say or do anything to a 
married couple and have them react (2005). Prior to beginning my research, I 
had been playing Façade with my students as a tutorial exercise, and had 
become extremely interested in player responses to the in-game situations. 
While certainly not irrelevant, and definitely the focus of the burgeoning 
Digital Storytelling and long-lived Interactive Fiction formats, digital dramas 
such as Façade are based more on the ludological experience of story-as-play 
(Short, 2012), while my expertise lies in crafted experiences.  
In approaching the topic of storytelling from the player’s perspective, I 
was attempting to analyse a situation I understood less than my own tacit 
knowledge of how to write the dialogues the players were reacting to in the 
first place. It was at this point that I attended an excellent lecture by Dr. 
Haseman on the merits of practice-led research, and my approach to the 
subject of my own expertise became immediately clear. 
2.3 PRACTICE-LED AND THE ALLURE OF RESEARCHER-AS-
SUBJECT 
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The practice-led approach immediately appealed, both because it could 
reconcile the internal unease I felt while attempting to be both researcher and 
research subject, and because it addressed the core reasoning behind my 
undertaking of this research in the first place: that of coming to better 
understand my craft. Haseman & Mafe’s introduction to the methodology 
introduced key concepts related to the approach of the practice-led 
researcher as applied to creative works, particularly the idea of moments of 
emergence, when a sudden recognition of a single aspect of one’s craft leads 
to a heightened understanding of the craft as a whole (2009).  
Having experienced such moments often throughout my career, to hear 
them given a name was gratifying. Primarily, two of Haseman and Mafe’s 
assertions – that attempting to fit creative works into the research framework 
can lead to awkwardness, and that the research question is not applicable in 
circumstances in which the artist is reflecting upon her own works (2009) – 
served to explicitly outline several anxieties I had already experienced 
during the design and execution of the pilot project discussed in section 2.1 
(p. 37). It became apparent that examining the creative process as the person 
undertaking, rather than observing, the work was a valid and even 
encouraged approach. Thus the direction of the hypothesis was expanded to 
include not only removing established branching dialogues from the context 
of their interactivity, but to include an approach from the opposite angle: that 
of a writer attempting to integrate a branching dialogue with an interactive 
system. 
For the purposes of this exegesis, practice-led research outlines a project 
whose sole purpose is to enact the knowledge to be obtained – to make tacit 
knowledge explicit, and to determine the problem that drives the study, 
whether through a research question or “‘an enthusiasm of practice’” 
(Haseman, 2006, p. 4). Yeates claims that practice-led research involves 
“…breaking down the false boundaries between insider and outsider, 
between practice and theory.” (2009, p. 11). This depiction of this process is 
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telling: it reveals the internal struggle many creative researchers face when 
approaching their craft from an objective viewpoint.  
One can examine one’s work objectively, but one also knows the 
underlying motivations; similarly, one can understand the theory, but, in 
examining practice, find that one’s first inclination is to go against the 
commonly accepted ‘best practice’ without knowing clearly the reasons why. 
Yeates’ use of the term ‘false boundaries’ is freeing in the sense that it allows 
the creative researcher to consider herself as a whole, rather than as distinct 
and necessarily separate parts (2009). It liberates the processes of creation 
and reflection to become a unified undertaking, and allows for analysis 
informed by a kind of ‘insider knowledge’ (Fillery-Travis & Lane, 2008).  
It is the creation and reflection of the practice-led approach that are 
critical to the success of my final project. When researching creative writing 
in a traditional field, the expectation is that some new topic or aspect of the 
craft will be explored, essentially providing insight through examining the 
act of creation (Brown & Mafe, 2006). However, the craft of what I do has yet 
to be explored in an academic context, from the position of a practitioner. 
This means that I instead seek to explore what it is that I already do, in order 
to contribute to the exploration of writing for interactive media. A practice-
led methodology was well-suited to the task I intended to undertake; a 
combination of applied theory in the form of practice and reflection would 
allow me to understand my own processes more fully, and thereby make 
those processes clear to others (Schön, 1983).  
Thus I came to design the study that is the focus of this exegesis: an 
examination of the knowledge acquired by years of professional study, 
career progression, lecturing in interactive narrative, and a lifelong interest in 
video games. By undertaking this analysis via a practice-led methodology – 
one in which the practice is the focus, and in which the practitioner has a 
desired outcome – I have been able to apply the increased understanding of 
my own knowledge to the final project, and thus illuminate clearly, for the 
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first time, my personal creative practices. I was then able to apply my 
newfound clarity to the research question of whether branching dialogues 
can be separated from the media in which they reside, in order to apply 
critique. The following section outlines this study in further detail, while the 
project in question is discussed in detail in Chapter 7. 
2.4 DESIGNING THE STUDY 
The study within this exegesis was designed to include elements of 
analysis, reflection, and process in a format that would highlight the 
distinctive nature of writing branching dialogues. To begin, I analysed 
commercially and critically successful titles in terms of the structure and 
interactivity of their branching dialogues using tools obtained during the 
course of my career; that is, I reverse-engineered the methods I already had 
for combining dialogue with interactivity and applied that knowledge to the 
included case studies. I then applied this analysis to my own work spanning 
the past 9 years, from the point of view of reflecting upon the disparities 
between my intentions and the actual outcomes, using my increase in tacit 
knowledge over that time period as a basis. Finally, I designed and executed 
a final project that includes everything I consider to be ‘wrong’ when writing 
branching dialogues. This conversation, Interrogation, supports the analyses 
conducted elsewhere in the exegesis in a tangible and identifiable way, and 
provides an answer to the research question.  
By working through this process, my methods of thinking about 
branching dialogues have been clarified, and several key assumptions on my 
part of what constitutes ‘good’ branching dialogue writing have been 
foregrounded. The resulting discourse between my tacit understanding of 
interactive narrative and my ability to articulate that understanding has 
revealed facets of my process that I had previously been unaware of. This 
new awareness enabled me to approach those processes with reflexive 
understanding, translating them into the physical example that embodies the 
knowledge gained during the course of the project. Thus practice informs 
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reflection, which stimulates practice – a key ingredient in the practice-led 
researcher’s approach (Haseman & Mafe, 2009). 
However, in order to communicate these findings, some history is 
required. To unpack the method of separating branching dialogues from 
their media, the medium must first be partially understood. All attempts 
have been made to keep the following chronology brief and focused on 
branching dialogues as an interactive method of storytelling. 
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Chapter 3: 
he History of Conversation 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
Pinpointing the first conversation between the player and a computer-
controlled character – not a narrator, but a character – is a difficult task. Since 
the early days of computing and the evolution of the parser, computers have 
been able to respond to human interaction in ways that were limited only by 
the patience and imagination of the programmer. Weizenbaum’s creation of 
the computer persona ELIZA in 1966 led to questions about the human 
ability to simulate drama given specific linguistic cues, but she is not 
considered a “character” in the dramatic sense of the word (Murray, 1997). 
Following in ELIZA’s footsteps, Crowther & Woods’ Colossal Cave Adventure 
(1977) was one of the first games to allow players to speak directly to the 
computer, and to have the computer-as-narrator reply in ways that were 
meaningful – or sometimes humorously tangential – to the plot.   
But the first conversation between the player and a character is a tricky 
distinction to make. While the narrator in Colossal Cave Adventure (Crowther 
& Woods, 1977) has a distinct personality, it serves mainly as a guide to the 
task at hand. Likewise, while characters in Sierra Entertainment’s King’s 
Quest (1984) will talk at the player, they are merely providing information 
necessary to advance the plot, with a little world-building flavour. In Sierra 
On-Line’s King’s Quest II: Romancing the Throne (1985), the player character 
King Graham will reply on the player’s behalf, but this essentially becomes 
an exercise in watching the computer have a discussion with itself (Murray, 
1997). It isn’t until Sierra On-Line’s Leisure Suit Larry in the Land of the Lounge 
Lizards (1987) that the use of a conversation for conversation’s sake begins to 
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become apparent – ironically, as a form of social humiliation when the player 
attempts to buy condoms from a convenience store. 
The conversation offers the player several binary options, with each 
consecutive option pair becoming more complex and ludicrous. The player 
interacts with the clerk by typing her answers into the text prompt at the 
bottom of the screen. After making her choices, the player is rewarded by the 
store clerk yelling her entire selection to a hitherto invisible crowd of fellow 
shoppers, who exclaim in unison, “What a pervert!”  
The important distinction in making the claim that this is one of the first 
conversations with a character – as opposed to an information-oriented 
embodiment of the designer or programmer – comes from the purpose, 
intent, and outcome of this exchange: to highlight a typically awkward social 
situation in a way that makes the player herself feel uncomfortable on behalf 
of her in-game avatar.  
Had the exchange simply been between the cashier and the player’s 
character – that is, between the computer and itself – the interchange might 
have elicited a chuckle of recognition at having been in a similar situation in 
real life. However, placing the player in the role of interactor, the one whose 
decisions are mocked by the otherwise invisible crowd, elicits entirely 
different emotions (Murray, 1997; Waggoner, 2009).  
The player may cycle through frustration at the number of choices, 
followed by surprise at the appearance of the other customers, indignation at 
being called a pervert, recognition of her own choices that lead to second-
guessing whether they were the right choices to make, and finally irritation 
at the cashier, for putting the player in this situation in the first place. With 
the addition of interaction, the range of emotions experienced becomes far 
more complex, and far less forgettable (Murray, 1997). 
It is the impact of such moments of interactivity that is at the core of 
this exegesis. In examining whether it is possible to separate branching 
dialogues from their media, the role of conversational interaction in defining 
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the player’s emotional engagement with the material being presented is key. 
As the player uses buttons or key presses to interact with the game world 
physically, conversation – that is, a back and forth between the player and 
the computer with a recognisable outcome – allows the player to interact 
with the game world emotionally (Walter, 2011).  
This is not to say that emotional engagement disappears when 
interaction does, but rather that games have the ability to evoke primary 
emotion as opposed to “shadow” emotions, i.e. those emotions experienced 
during the act of watching someone else’s experiences (Cook, 2011). An 
interactive event within a game becomes something that happened to the 
player, rather than something that happened to someone else to whom the 
player was attached (Waggoner, 2009). In essence, the player becomes her 
character – whether that character has its own personality or not. 
 
3.2 THE PLAYER AS A CHARACTER 
There are two main methods of approaching character design within 
games, and both are related to the player’s viewpoint – whether her method 
of viewing the game world is through first person or third person. Although 
the distinction between first person and third person comes across as 
anachronistic in the current day when both are readily available, the 
separation of early genres between first person games such as Wizardry: 
Proving Grounds of the Mad Overlord (Sir-Tech, 1981) and the third person 
control of Sir Graham in King’s Quest (Sierra Entertainment, 1984) was a 
stepping-stone in establishing different forms of player engagement with the 
medium. Games no longer addressed the player directly, unless they were 
purposefully breaking the fourth wall – a wall that had not existed 
previously.  
The introduction of the third-person view and a graphical 
representation of the player made it possible to reconceptualise the ‘player’ 
as the ‘player character.’ Sir Graham in King’s Quest is an avatar – that is, an 
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empty shell that follows the player’s directions and provides no input 
beyond what an interface element would be expected to provide. However, 
player-controlled characters in later games – such as King’s Quest II: 
Romancing the Throne, released a year later in 1985 (Sierra On-Line) – soon 
developed their own personalities and began to speak for themselves.  
For example, in King’s Quest II: Romancing the Throne when the player 
chooses to speak to a librarian, she is provided with a snippet of text 
representing what it is Graham has said. In earlier games, this situation was 
handled simply by providing the librarian’s reply alone, with Graham’s 
word remaining unspoken and inferred. Including Graham’s own words in 
the conversations of King’s Quest II allowed the writer to give the player an 
understanding of the personality of the character she was controlling, rather 
than leaving it entirely to the player’s imagination. 
The definition of the player character as either an avatar or an actor has 
become an important distinction in the years since. An avatar is, as 
previously stated, an empty shell that acts as an extension of the player’s 
user interface – a means to an end, whether that end is interaction or 
immersion. An actor as the player character, on the other hand, is a pre-
existing personality who the player assumes limited control over. Players 
will generally be able to choose an actor’s in-game actions, but perhaps not 
all of their dialogue.  
For example, the player’s character, Raz, in the 2006 title Psychonauts is 
the most well-defined actor I have seen in a game (Double Fine Productions). 
His unprompted responses to specific situations serve to deepen the player’s 
sense of engagement without destroying her sense of agency, most often 
because he is vocalizing what the player is already thinking. Needless to say, 
pre-empting the player’s reactions and writing appropriate dialogue for her 
in-game actor is a difficult feat to accomplish, but both actors and avatars 
come with drawbacks and benefits, some of which will be discussed in 
section 3.3 (p. 51). 
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3.3 Giving the Player a Voice 
Neither of these characterisations – avatar or actor – took on the 
particular meaning relevant to this exegesis until the introduction of 
branching dialogues. As shown in section 3.1 (p. 47), providing the player 
with the ability to interact – to speak – provided a new sense of agency, 
coupled with a stronger emotional reaction. The introduction of more 
complete and meaningful exchanges between player and computer in the 
years since has only added to the player’s engagement with the world, even 
as the parser has been replaced by a more streamlined and easily-managed 
visual interface (Murray, 1997). While the example of Leisure Suit Larry in the 
Land of the Lounge Lizards (Sierra On-Line, 1987) is a crucial turning point in 
the capabilities of the medium, the player’s choices during that conversation 
essentially have no impact beyond what is immediately apparent. The real 
choice comes from the binary decision of whether the player chooses to buy 
condoms or not – not what type she obtains.  
The first conversation that I personally experienced which allowed me 
to have a meaningful impact on the storyline came in Baldur’s Gate (BioWare, 
1998). Commander Brage, the player is told, had recently gone mad and 
slaughtered his family. The player is tasked with retrieving him – alive, if 
possible, or dead, if not. Speaking with Brage reveals that he was compelled 
to commit murder, and that his recent acquisition of a new sword may have 
something to do with it. If the player is able to answer a riddle, Brage will 
come quietly back to the temple and the curse will be removed. If the player 
cannot answer him correctly, he will attack, forcing the player to kill him. 
From this example onward, player-dialogue interactions became 
increasingly complex. Despite being able to speak and have her words 
impact the game world in increasingly important ways, the player’s 
character was still mostly a hollow shell that served as a particularly effective 
interface device. It was arguably not until Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) that a 
roleplaying video game with branching dialogues included a fully-voiced 
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player character, who provided a personality and delivery all of her own. 
The player’s character returned to being a character, rather than the empty 
shell of an avatar or a fully-independent actor who nonetheless required the 
player’s input to move around between cutscenes. The inclusion of voice 
acting for the player’s character led to a new emotional range, in which the 
player could simultaneously control – and yet still be surprised by – the 
actions of the person she happened to share her story with. 
The shift from character-as-interface to character-as-personality is 
particularly significant to this exegesis, in that it is far easier to write 
dialogue for a character – an actor – than it is to write for a player avatar. 
Games such as Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) and The Elder Scrolls V: 
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), two of the commercial titles to be 
analysed in Chapter 5, both provide the player with an avatar. This means 
that, within the branching dialogues, the player can be referred to by her 
gender, or her race, in order to add a sense of validation to the choices she 
made during character creation.  
However, these are the only descriptive factors available to writers 
wishing to address the player by a title related to the in-game representation 
of herself that she has created. Other accolades may be earned or forced on 
the player and then referred to in later dialogues – such as becoming a Grey 
Warden in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) or the Thane of Whiterun in Skyrim 
(Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), for example – but in the grand scheme of 
design, the player’s avatar is considered a character over which the writer 
has limited control. Nonetheless, the player’s avatar is also the ‘character’ 
that the writer must form the majority of her narrative around.  
The two other games to be examined – Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) and 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) – take the alternate tack of 
writing for an actor who can be controlled by the player, but who has a 
personality and moral inclination of his own. There is one main distinction 
that can be easily made between an actor and a player avatar: the characters 
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in both Mass Effect and Deus Ex have voice actors who represent the player’s 
actions to the world; the avatars in Dragon Age and Skyrim do not.  
Choosing the dialogue options for an in-game avatar can thus be a little 
disconcerting, as every other character in the world speaks except for the 
player. She selects options from a menu, and other characters act as if she has 
spoken, but she will never hear her own character’s voice. This adds 
additional complications to the differences between writing dialogue for 
player avatars and writing for actors, which will be addressed in more detail 
in Chapter 5. 
3.4 REPRESENTING CHOICE 
In both types of games – avatar- and actor-based – writers will 
generally attempt to provide responses for the player to choose from that fall 
into the four Bartle player types (1996), as mentioned in section 0 (p. 38). The 
use of shorthand personality descriptors – e.g. the Killer, the Socializer, the 
Explorer, and the Achiever – allows for a sense of varied interaction within 
branching dialogues, as players are generally assumed to fall into one of 
these categories (Bartle). This allows writers to constrain the number of 
possible paths through each dialogue, ideally with each type of player 
feeling, at the time of interaction, that the conversation is speaking to her 
alone. 
Another constraint that a writer may place upon her work is the much-
relied-upon good-neutral-evil archetypes carried over from early pen-and-
paper roleplaying games (Borland & King, 2003). This constraint places every 
possible dialogue option at a certain point along a sliding scale of morality, 
and usually influences the player’s character in terms of what actions she 
may take later on. Recording moral decisions in this method is one way to 
give a sense of character progression to what is essentially, as previously 
stated, an interface element – the player’s choices can have an impact on the 
world and how others view her, even when she is controlling an avatar that 
cannot talk. In the case of pre-defined characters, it allows the writers to 
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control the progression of that character along specific paths, and to engineer 
beforehand the kind of character arc common to traditional media. 
The representations of these choices – video games being a primarily 
visual medium – are not always similar, however. Interface design within the 
system can skew the available options to be more or less appealing, 
regardless of what the dialogue actually says. Thus it becomes important, 
before entering into a deeper analysis, to understand the visual biases in each 
of the games to be analysed, and how these biases can impact on the choices 
players are likely to make.  
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Chapter 4: 
isual Impact of Dialogue 
Displays 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
The player’s physical interaction with the video game world is usually 
simple, especially in the case of combat. The player selects an enemy, and her 
in-game persona attacks. When considering more complex interactions such 
as dialogue, however, an interface must be designed to accommodate all of 
the elements important to establishing mood and setting – the facial 
expressions of the people speaking, the place in which they are conversing, 
and general body language appropriate to the situation. Unfortunately, 
technology has not yet evolved to the point where human language can be 
reliably parsed and responded to by an in-game Artificial Intelligence actor, 
meaning that in-game dialogue responses must be decided upon beforehand, 
and a method of displaying them to the player devised. 
Below are examples of the dialogue interfaces operating within the four 
commercial video games analysed in Chapter 5. It is important to note that 
the graphical representations of choice can introduce a bias toward the 
selection of certain outcomes, whether that bias was intended or not. As will 
be covered below, interface design in modern games has as much bearing on 
how the content of the game is perceived as the writing, animation, and voice 
acting do. The impact of these systems on the perception of the dialogue 
therefore means that it also becomes the domain of the writer to try to ensure 
that the interface is not undermining the intent of her words.  
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4.2 MASS EFFECT (2007) 
Mass Effect is an actor-based roleplaying game set in the distant future. 
The player takes the role of Commander Shepard, a human soldier, as she 
embarks on a quest with far-reaching consequences (BioWare, 2007).  
Figure 4.1 is an example of the conversation mechanism from Mass 
Effect. 
 
Figure 4.1. A screenshot from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) showing the in-game dialogue 
interface. 
 
As previously discussed, many computer-based roleplaying games still 
represent their choices using the established ideology of good-neutral-evil 
(Borland & King, 2003). To experienced players, the right side of the above 
dialogue wheel clearly represents options that can be considered to be good 
(“I’ll look into it.”), neutral (“Goodbye.”) and evil (“Just do your job.”).  
However, this conversation wheel also contains an ‘Investigate’ option 
on the left-hand side. Information-gathering is usually associated with a 
neutral standpoint in other contemporary role-playing games, but in this 
case it has been placed directly opposite from the choices that adhere to the 
critical path – i.e. the fastest way through any given dialogue. This is 
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presumably to avoid confusion and maintain forward momentum within the 
conversation. Explicitly flagging options that will result in information, but 
no advancement of the plot, may streamline the player’s experience by 
allowing her to easily control the speed of conversation-driven narrative. 
It is important to note that the default cursor position for dialogue 
selection falls directly to the right. This means that if the player is trying to 
skip through the dialogue as quickly as possible, her character will always 
provide a neutral answer, and usually one that exits the conversation as 
quickly as possible. This could therefore be seen as the preferred reading of 
the game, privileged by these conversation options representing the ‘default.’  
Of additional interest is the fact that, given the design of the 
conversation wheel, more rotational real estate is given to the evil answers, 
which typically fall at the bottom of the curve, than the good answers, which 
typically rise to the top. Whether this bias was intended by the designers or 
not likewise has an impact on the assumed preferred reading of the game – if 
the design was intentional, it indicates that the designers themselves 
preferred the evil path and considered it to be of greater value than the good 
path. If the design was unintentionally biased, however, it implies a 
misunderstanding of the tenets of user interface design. As Mass Effect 
(BioWare, 2007) is a game that was advertised as allowing the player 
extraordinary choice (Hudson, 2007), such visual design disparity is worth 
considering. 
The game itself is actor-based, so it is also important to note that what 
the player character – Commander Shepard – says is reflected by the choices 
displayed on-screen in paraphrased form; that is, selecting an option will 
allow her to pursue that topic in her own manner, without the player’s input. 
Paraphrasing dialogue options in this manner creates an additional layer of 
opacity between the player and her choice – players must rely on the 
paraphrase to convey the intention of the ensuing dialogue, as opposed to 
other systems such as in Dragon Age: Origins, where the dialogue is relayed 
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to the player exactly as it will be ‘spoken’ (BioWare, 2009). This opacity can 
sometimes cause a disconnect between the player and her actor-based 
character, since Shepard can undertake actions the player was not expecting, 
or speak in a way that was not intended. Possible disconnects between the 
player’s choices and her character’s actions will be explored further in section 
5.3.3 (p. 80). 
4.3 DRAGON AGE: ORIGINS (2009) 
Dragon Age: Origins is an avatar-based roleplaying game set in the 
fantasy kingdom of Ferelden. The player can take the role of any of several 
professions and races, in order to fight the invasion of unholy creatures 
known as ‘Demonspawn’ (BioWare, 2009). 
Figure 4.2 is an example of the conversation mechanism from Dragon 
Age. 
 
Figure 4.2. A screenshot from Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) showing the in-game 
dialogue interface. 
 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 4: Dialogue Displays -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 59 
 
Duncan: “Good day. I understand congratulations are in order for 
your impending wedding.” 
 
Player choices: 
o “1. You’re not wanted here. This is a private ceremony.” 
o “2. Let’s talk about your impending beating.” 
o “3. Thanks, but please go. I’d rather avoid any unpleasantness.” 
o “4. Do you have business here, human?” 
 
The format of Dragon Age’s dialogue options is generally considered a 
more traditional approach to dialogue within roleplaying games, as it 
recreates the conversation interface from BioWare’s older roleplaying games 
such as Baldur’s Gate (1998) or Neverwinter Nights (2002).  
In this case, the character the player is speaking to is the focus of 
attention, and the available dialogue options appear at the bottom of the 
screen in a sequential list. An important difference between the presentation 
of the dialogue in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) as compared to Mass Effect 
(BioWare, 2007) is that the player’s character in Dragon Age is an avatar – she 
will not speak or act without the player’s permission. As in many cases, her 
avatar will not ‘speak’ at all, as she is engineered to be an empty vessel, and 
thus has no recorded lines of dialogue. This means all dialogue options must 
be written exactly as they will be ‘spoken,’ with non-player characters simply 
responding as if the player had said the words aloud.  
However, the setup in Dragon Age does differ somewhat from the 
traditional good-neutral-evil approach mentioned earlier (BioWare, 2009). 
Throughout the game, the first option provides the critical path, given that in 
all cases it represents the fastest way out of a given conversation. In the case 
of the above screenshot, the player’s acceptance of prejudice against humans 
is assumed, and is placed in prime position. Following are an aggressive/evil 
option, a good option, and a neutral-but-aggressive option. This pattern is 
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common to the majority of the conversations seen throughout, as evidenced 
below: 
 
Figure 4.3. A screenshot from Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) showing a conversation 
with the villain of the City Elf origin story, Vaughan. 
 
Vaughan: “You take that money and leave Denerim tonight. No 
repercussions, and you can go wherever you like.” 
 
Player choices: 
o “1. All I want is your head.” 
o “2. What about the women? Will you let them go?” 
o “3. You can’t buy me.” 
o “4. Then give me the money. I accept your deal.” 
o “5. We can kill you and steal your money.” 
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In simple terms, Option 1 represents the good/critical path. Option 2 is 
information gathering. Option 3 leads to the same outcome as Option 1, but 
is less aggressive. Option 4 is the evil path. Option 5 is pure bravado.  
The key visible difference between Dragon Age and other contemporary 
roleplaying games is the aggression inherent to the critical path – that of the 
lines presented as ‘Option 1’ (BioWare, 2009). Somewhat like Commander 
Shepard from Mass Effect, the player’s Dragon Age character – despite being 
an avatar – is more likely to come across as a stereotypical bad-ass if the 
player simply follows the critical path without variation (BioWare, 2007; 
BioWare, 2009). She’s also far more likely to end up in combat than a player 
who reads all of the options and chooses according to her personal morality 
or learned social skills.  
In this way, it seems apparent that the designers at BioWare considered 
Bartle’s player types when designing Dragon Age’s (2009) dialogue system – 
the Killer gets straight to the point, the Socialiser gets to talk her way out of 
things, and more conversations (and loot items) are available to the Explorer 
than are represented by the critical path (1996). While this system still 
displays an inherent bias, as there will always be an ‘Option 1’ that is chosen 
by the writer, the fact that the player has an equal ability to click on every 
option provides less visual bias than the interface in Mass Effect (BioWare, 
2007) does.  
4.4 THE ELDER SCROLLS V: SKYRIM (2011) 
The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim is an avatar-based roleplaying game set in the 
fantasy kingdom of Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). The player can 
take the role of several races, with no pre-defined professions and a skill 
system that is based on levelling up the skills the player uses the most, 
providing a specific method of customised play. The player’s character is 
revealed early on to be ‘Dragonborn,’ and goes on a quest to obtain the 
legendary ‘dragon shouts.’ 
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Figure 4.4 is an example of the conversation mechanism from Skyrim. 
 
Figure 4.4. A screenshot from The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) 
showing the in-game dialogue interface. 
The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim ® © 2011 ZeniMax Media Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
 
Here the available dialogue options are displayed in a specific order, 
but may be accessed in any sequence. In something of a first for 
contemporary video games, the player may press the Tab key to exit almost 
any conversation at any moment without repercussion. As in Dragon Age 
(BioWare, 2009), the player’s avatar in Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) 
does not speak, so the lines are ‘spoken’ to the conversant exactly as they are 
displayed.  
Compared to the dialogues from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) and 
Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), conversations in Skyrim (Bethesda Game 
Studios, 2011) are less structured – while choosing a certain option in the 
former games may result in a different branch of the dialogue playing out, 
the options in Skyrim are generally shown to run only one layer deep, after 
which they will return the player to the root node, or the point at which she 
entered the conversation. This essentially resets the interaction each time a 
dialogue path is complete. The characters the player speaks to will rarely 
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remember a previous interaction if she speaks with them again, which 
impacts immersion by reducing the realism, and therefore the credibility, of 
the game world. Occasionally the player will be required to complete a 
conversation to advance a quest objective, but clicking a dialogue option pre-
emptively will cause the conversation to skip ahead to the next response, 
providing a shortcut through the exchange and reducing immersion as well. 
Unfortunately, this style of branching dialogue design leads to 
conversation options such as the following: 
 
Figure 4.5. A screenshot from The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) 
showing a conversation option rendered simply as “…” 
The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim ® © 2011 ZeniMax Media Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
 
Essentially, player input becomes a way of making sure she is listening, 
rather than a way to actively influence the conversation. Equally based on 
this aspect of player attention is the fact that, if she takes too long to make a 
choice from the available dialogue options, the game will kick her out of the 
conversation. If she wishes to continue, she must start re-engage the non-
player character and repeat the conversation from the beginning. In some 
cases, the character the player was speaking to may walk away and 
disappear, or begin a conversation with another character. In either case, 
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they will not react to the fact that the player effectively broke social 
conventions by ignoring them, just as they will not react if she chooses to end 
the conversation mid-sentence and walk away. 
While not explicitly an aspect of interface design, the interaction itself is 
predicated on the understanding that all dialogue is optional. The player’s 
character will be frozen in place if events vital to the plot are unfolding 
nearby, but otherwise she is free to – and perhaps expected to – ignore 
everything except the mechanics of play. Skyrim’s conversations have no 
critical path, because none of them are critical (Bethesda Game Studios, 
2011). While ostensibly freeing the player from the constraints of a 
predetermined story, the ability to avoid all social interaction instead renders 
every conversation meaningless, as nothing the player ever says will have 
any impact on how the game plays out. Only her actions – i.e. who or what 
she kills – will change the course of the story. 
4.5 DEUS EX: HUMAN REVOLUTION (2011) 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution is an actor-based roleplaying game set in the 
near-future of 2027 (Eidos Montreal, 2011). The player takes the role of Adam 
Jensen, a private security contractor implanted with mechanical 
augmentations against his will, who uncovers a worldwide conspiracy. 
Figure 4.6 is an example of the conversation mechanism from Deus Ex: 
Human Revolution. 
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Figure 4.6. A screenshot from Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) showing the 
in-game dialogue interface. 
 
Instead of Mass Effect’s wheel (BioWare, 2007) or Dragon Age (BioWare, 
2009) and Skyrim’s click-by-line (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), Deus Ex uses 
a honeycomb cell-based option system likely optimised for console 
controllers, such as those found on the Xbox 360 or PlayStation 3 (Eidos 
Montreal, 2011). The shape of the conversation interface is also visually 
related to the in-game setting (cyberpunk), the in-game hacking mechanic, 
and the fact that the main character, Adam, has been reconstructed using 
cybernetic organs, including brain implants. The most interesting element of 
this conversation interface, however, is that, unlike the previous interfaces, 
there is no default cursor position, nor an obvious ‘first choice’ – the player is 
left entirely to her own devices in deciding what defines the critical path. 
Like Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), the player’s character of Adam Jensen 
is an actor who has his own personality, but who will react in the spirit of the 
player’s choice. The spoken lines are paraphrased (as in Mass Effect) for the 
player’s ease of reading. Adam will mostly say the visible line as written, 
before following it up with a more detailed response along the same 
emotional thread. While the player has control over what Adam says and his 
tone, it is interesting to note that a consistent character is maintained 
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throughout: while some of the available options offer differing opinions, 
Adam is never able to directly contradict himself. Each option merely 
approaches a different aspect of the topic, rather than approaching the same 
topic from different emotional angles.  
For example, if the player lets the villain, Sanders, go at the end of the 
first mission, she is confronted with a boss who is none too happy with her 
mercy: 
 
Sarif: “Yeah, about Sanders. What the hell were you thinking, letting 
him slip away like that?! I sent you in there to take care of things!” 
 
Player choices: 
o Take charge: “You asked me to deal with the situation, and 
that’s what I did.” 
o Gamble: “I’m hoping it’ll pay off later. Sanders won’t rest until 
he learns who set him up.” 
o Redirect: “Sanders isn’t the mastermind behind this, boss.” 
 
Each choice represents a focus on a different aspect of the situation: 
maintaining independence, sharing information, or changing the subject. 
This is in opposition with the good-neutral-evil choice system discussed in 
section 3.4 (p. 53), and further reinforces the moral ambiguity of the game’s 
underlying mechanics and the in-game world. 
It is clear the system was designed to be unbiased – that is, no one 
answer is given precedence over the others in terms of screen real estate or 
numbered order. Each response also leads the player down a different 
narrative branch, much as in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) or Dragon Age 
(BioWare, 2009), with in-game characters reacting to and remembering the 
player’s stance on important events. In a game like Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 
2011), where the content is structured around the game’s core theme of moral 
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ambiguity, this interface both supports the narrative choices the player will 
be asked to make and clears the way for judgement to come from the player 
herself, without the aid of the author. 
 
4.6 CONCLUSIONS 
The interfaces for branching dialogue systems are designed to fulfil a 
purpose, as all the other aspects of a game’s mechanical, aural, or visual 
functions. However, where poor audio or graphics can make good writing 
seem flat, uneven distribution of visual cues within a dialogue interface can 
provide a play experience that is less than optimal from a narrative 
standpoint.  
Heavily hinting at the preferred reading or critical path is a choice that 
must be made in correspondence with the game’s underlying narrative 
theme: for a fantasy game such as Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) which 
focuses on grand events experienced at a personal scale, the inclusion of a 
critical path can lead the way through dialogues where the player may not 
feel she has enough understanding of the context to choose ‘correctly.’ 
Conversely, for a game based on near-future America such as Deus Ex: 
Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) which focuses on personal choice 
and its impact on one’s actions, the player may be assumed to have an 
understanding of the context, and emphasis can be placed on allowing her to 
explore her own morality without the explicit intervention of the interface. 
There is no one interface that would be best for all games, just as there 
is no one story that would suit every genre. It is nonetheless necessary to 
understand the impact each element of design may have on writing if one is 
to attempt to separate branching dialogues from their media – it is only by 
distilling those elements that are unique to the writing alone that the analysis 
may be attempted. A first step toward analysing branching dialogues in 
context is taken in Chapter 5; branching dialogues that lack the usual 
contexts are explored in Chapter 6; and Chapter 7 uses the analyses of both 
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to generate the final project, which examines the application of certain ‘rules’ 
to creating branching dialogues, with unintendedly humorous results. 
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Chapter 5: 
onversation Analyses 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
Standardised critique of writing for video games is still in its infancy 
(Adams, 2013). This means that conducting a literature review, in the normal 
sense of an academic research paper, is difficult and ineffective. I propose 
that, in the absence of agreed-upon tools for critique, an analysis of pertinent 
interactive narratives by an expert in the field should serve as a viable 
substitute.  
In 1997, Murray proposed her Four Essential Properties of Digital 
Environments (p. 71). More recently, Adams proposed his own definitions 
for key terms related to interactive narrative, including Interactivity and 
Agency, in the hope of inciting their standardised use (2013, p. 23). In this 
exegesis I propose to expand upon Murray’s prior work by delineating the 
Four Essential Properties of Branching Dialogues, based on my research as 
an academic and my practice as a professional game writer. One method of 
approach is to examine titles that have been proven, through player feedback 
and critical review, to be of exceptional quality. It was reasoned that, if any 
titles were to be examined for their portrayal of branching dialogue in order 
to develop a taxonomy for critique, the most effective application would be 
to look at the ‘best,’ as voted by the people who play and critique these 
games.  
Further, the reasoning was that, by examining current successful titles, 
an understanding of key elements or tactics of writing branching dialogues 
could be identified. The intent was to establish a baseline by which other 
interactive narratives may be critiqued – to provide a selection of criteria that 
in-game narratives could be measured against. The intent was not to provide 
a quantitative measure of ‘goodness,’ but to suggest key areas that could be 
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explored, in order to provide an understanding of why a particular narrative 
either ‘worked’ or ‘didn’t work.’ If this were successful, it would be one more 
step toward measuring player engagement with branching dialogues, by 
being able to distil elements of the narrative down into key components that 
could be analysed separately. 
This distillation goes some way toward answering the question this 
exegesis posits – it separates the selected branching dialogues from their 
media, but by being aware of the fundamental aspects that form the basis of 
the medium. Distilling the elements of the construction of branching 
dialogues allows the tacit to be made explicit through careful examination. 
Thus it could be argued that creating a taxonomy for critique would allow 
one to simultaneously view the writing of video games from both within and 
without: both as a player, and as an observer.  
During the course of the analysis four key ideas repeatedly surfaced. I 
propose that they be known as Agency, Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of 
Judgement. The remainder of this exegesis will apply these terms to the 
commercial video games up for critique in Chapter 5, the personal works in 
Chapter 6, and will be further illuminated by the final project designed and 
executed as discussed in Chapter 7.  
These four key terms can broadly be defined as: 
 Agency: the ability of the player to feel she is having an impact 
upon the game world. Agency is a pre-existing term with a history 
in the literature, and is being applied throughout this exegesis 
according to Murray’s definition (1997; as discussed in section 1.2.1, 
p. 25). 
 Ambiguity: the use of non-specific language or scenarios to 
maintain the illusion of player choice while constraining the 
amount of content required to be written. While it is an existing 
word in the taxonomy, Ambiguity has not yet been defined as a 
term in its own right. 
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 Context: the information surrounding the situation the player’s 
character is in. Context likewise exists in vernacular use, but as yet 
has no definition specific to the field of video game critique. 
 Lack of Judgement: the representation of authorial bias on 
outcomes that affect the player; whether visible or not. This phrase 
is sometimes also known as Authorship (Murray, 1997), but is being 
applied here in a specific sense related to the design of branching 
dialogue systems. That is, the use of the phrase is more specific than 
the term Authorship would seem to allow for, and thus a new term 
has been devised to suit the necessities of critique. 
These terms will be examined below, with examples from each of the 
chosen video games. It is my belief that, by examining branching dialogues 
in terms of each of these key components, it may be possible to take the first 
steps along a road toward creating a cohesive analytical structure for the 
critique of writing in games.  
5.2 DEFINING THE STUDY 
When analysing current commercially successful titles, emphasis in this 
case is on player experience, rather than authorial intention. While authorial 
intent plays an important role in the creation of branching dialogues, this 
topic will be covered in the following chapter regarding my own creative 
works. It will therefore not be addressed in relation to the games listed 
below, as any discussion of authorial intent within these games would be 
speculative only. 
Where not otherwise stated, the sections of each game used for analysis 
constitute the first mission of the game, or the first three hours, whichever 
ended first. The versions under scrutiny are the PC releases of each game via 
the Steam online delivery system. The criteria for selection were as follows: 
must be a ‘modern’ title (e.g. fully-voiced, in 3D, released within the last 5 
years); must be a critically acclaimed, ‘AAA’ title (e.g. with an aggregated 
Metacritic rating of 85% or more); must be a roleplaying video game; must 
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contain a branching dialogue system; must contain non-trivial player impact 
upon the core storyline.  
Where several instances of the same Intellectual Property had been 
released within the stipulated timeframe (e.g. Mass Effect 1, and 2; Dragon Age 
1 & 2), the first in the series was chosen for analysis in order to give a broader 
chronology of video game writing as a progressive medium. As of the 
timeframe of this exegesis, the only four video games that fit the above 
criteria were: Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 
2009), The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), and Deus Ex: 
Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011). 
 
Figure 5.1. Captured ‘metascores’ for each of the commercial titles to be analysed 
(represented as a percentage out of 100), along with their average ‘user scores’ (represented 
on a scale of 1 to 10). Retrieved April 2013 from metacritic.com. 
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5.3 MASS EFFECT  
5.3.1 Introduction 
Mass Effect (2007) is a BioWare role-playing game set in a science fiction 
universe. The player takes the role of Commander Shepard, a human of 
varying origins but with an inevitable destiny. The introductory story 
follows briefly: 
A human ship, the Normandy, is undertaking a secret mission to retrieve a 
beacon containing long-lost technology from one of Earth’s first colonies, 
Eden Prime. A Spectre (a.k.a. secret agent) named Nihlus wants to evaluate 
the player’s skills. When the player arrives on the planet, it is to discover 
that a race that has been absent for 200 years has resurfaced and is now 
laying waste to the planet in an attempt to reach the beacon first. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, the player’s character, Commander Shepard, 
is an actor. That is, she has her own past, her own personality, and her own 
ideas about morality. The opening sequence establishes the player’s character 
as important, talented, and militaristic. Thus every conversation within this 
analysis must be taken under those terms, though they, too, will be analysed 
in due course. 
5.3.2 Conversation 1: Navigator Pressly 
There are three conversations in the opening sequence of the game that 
bear examination. The opening conversation for analysis is with Navigator 
Pressly, who is the first non-player character the game suggests the player 
should speak to, via an in-game tutorial prompt. This conversation was 
chosen because it establishes three key expectations for the rest of the game. 
 
Information Overload 
As discussed in Chapter 3, a common design approach used in 
contemporary video games is the ‘critical path’ – a method by which the 
player may progress from the beginning to the end of the game in the least 
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amount of time. In-game conversations are expected to contain the same kind 
of shortcut through the narrative, providing only the information the player 
needs to progress and moving all additional information – in some cases 
including worldbuilding and characterisation – to optional, supplemental 
dialogue options. The critical path in these dialogues is measured in ‘number 
of clicks’: literally, the number of clicks or button presses required for the 
player to complete the conversation (Sonderegger, 2010).  
However, in the conversation with Navigator Pressly, the disparity 
between the length of the critical path and the supplemental dialogue is 
especially large, compared to other games analysed within this exegesis. 
Selecting only critical path options – those where the cursor falls by default – 
will end the conversation in approximately 16 seconds. By comparison, 
navigating through all of the questions and available information will result 
in the conversation clocking closer to 2 minutes and 11 seconds – eight times 
longer than the critical path. This may not seem like a large margin in the 
scale of things, but when every conversation has such a disparity, and one 
that only increases with conversation complexity, it can be very easy to lose 
the sense of dramatic tension integral to effective storytelling (Hunicke, 
LeBlanc & Zubek, 2004).  
This is because the idea of Context was not adhered to. Had the Context 
of the situation been kept in mind, it would have been foregrounded that the 
player was running late to a meeting with the most important person on the 
ship. The decrease in dramatic tension – and the perhaps unintended 
inference that Captain Anderson is a man who can be kept waiting – could 
have been avoided had Pressly reminded the player of her duty. Similarly, 
while the ‘Investigate’ option is an important one, and this part of the game 
functions as an introduction to such systems, the option itself is not in 
keeping with Context. The player does not have time to investigate: thus, it 
may have been optimal to introduce the complexity of the dialogue system 
over time, rather than upfront, in order to maintain the impetus of the 
opening of the game.  
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 75 
 
Ambiguous Paraphrasing 
In direct juxtaposition with the amount of information contained within 
the ‘Investigate’ option is the idea of paraphrasing dialogue choices into 
simple phrases. In games such as Mass Effect (BioWare, 2077) and Deus Ex: 
Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) where the player controls a 
character who has their own personality, paraphrasing is a simple way to 
convey the content of the choice without displaying the dialogue word for 
word. In Mass Effect’s case, it was one of the first roleplaying games with a 
branching narrative that also had a fully-voiced player character and, as 
such, it was also one of the first games to attempt this method of 
paraphrasing on such a large scale.  
Subsequently, there are some moments of over-optimisation to be 
found: that is, moments where the paraphrasing is so concise as to be 
obscure. Several of these moments occur in this opening dialogue. For 
example, Navigator Pressly has been complaining about not being told the 
content or purpose of the mission both he and the player have been sent on. 
Upon accessing the ‘Investigate’ option, the player may select ‘Turian 
Spectre’ or ‘Captain’ from the available options in order to learn more about 
these characters. However, the delivery of these lines is far from neutral – 
Commander Shepard, the player’s character, will say, “You don’t trust 
Nihlus” or “So you have a problem with the Captain?” respectively, forcing 
Pressly into indignant backpedalling.  
While the paraphrases of these lines are efficient – summarising 
sentences in one or two words – they lack the necessary information to 
convey the emotional content, and thus the lines they represent can come as 
something of a surprise when selected. In this case, it is Ambiguity that was 
incorrectly applied – had the emotional content of the line been made more 
apparent in the paraphrase, i.e. had the paraphrase been less ambiguous, the 
player would not have been surprised by the tone of her character’s voice. 
Similarly, had Ambiguity been applied to Shepard’s answers, e.g. “What’s a 
Spectre got to do with all this?” and “What do you know about the Captain?” 
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respectively, the player character would not have come across as so 
confrontational. 
Central to the player’s experience of choosing dialogue options is the 
element of choice: if the player makes a selection that results in a surprisingly 
negative consequence (in this case, the angry response of a non-player 
character), she will assume she has done something wrong, when it is really 
the designer of the conversation who is at fault (Adams, 2013). Having 
someone who is unfamiliar with the dialogue playtest the content can reveal 
areas where the paraphrasing mis- or under-represents the line that follows, 
allowing for a more informative paraphrase to take its place.  
 
Poor Listening Skills 
Essentially, in the above examples it seems the ability of the player to 
select conversation options other than those along the critical path was not 
considered. There is a flow to the conversation that makes sense when heard 
or read in sequence that does not translate when integrated with an 
interactive system. Pressly’s preceding lines are, in fact, directly reflected in 
the dialogue choices available to the player: 
Navigator Pressly: “If all we’re supposed to do is test out the stealth system, 
why is Captain Anderson in charge? And then there’s Nihlus. Spectres are 
elite operatives. Top covert agents. Why send a Spectre—a turian Spectre—
on a shakedown run? It doesn’t add up.” 
The player is then free to make a dialogue choice from the available options, 
but the choices themselves are displayed as below: 
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Figure 5.2. A screenshot showing the player’s dialogue options in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) 
following Navigator Pressly’s previous line. 
 
The available topics are arrayed in the order in which they were 
introduced by Navigator Pressly, something that may be obvious when 
reading the script, but which may not be apparent to a player concentrating 
on other aspects of the game. However, for those of a logical or completionist 
mindset, the obvious first choice is ‘Stealth systems’, since it falls at the top of 
the list. This doesn’t cause much of a disconnect, since the player asked a 
question that changed the subject, and Pressly replied. However, there is a 
disconnect between Pressly’s last line and the player’s next question – 
choosing ‘Captain’ from the available topics – which means the conversation 
runs as follows: 
 
Navigator Pressly: “Damned if I know, Commander. We’re out here 
on false pretences. I’m not a fan of being left in the dark.” 
Commander Shepard: “So you have a problem with the Captain?” 
 
Following on from the player’s selection, Pressly duly gives his opinion 
about why he’s suspicious of the Captain’s presence, allowing the player to 
continue her investigation via the ‘Turian Spectre’ option, which results in 
this next exchange: 
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Navigator Pressly: “You don’t send a soldier like [Captain Anderson] 
on a do-nothing mission. He’s treating this shakedown run too 
seriously. Something big is going on.” 
Commander Shepard: “You don’t trust Nihlus.” 
 
Neither reply by Commander Shepard continues the flow of the 
conversation. In some cases, it sounds as if she isn’t even listening to what 
the other characters have to say. Her answers lack the Context of the 
information she has previously received. However, this inclusion of non-
sequiturs is a relatively common example of branching dialogue in 
contemporary roleplaying games.  
When the player is able to access nodes as many times as she wishes to, 
and in whatever order she wishes to, it can seem that little attempt was made 
to keep the conversation flow coherent overall. In reality, such cases are more 
likely to be a result of simplification: because it would become necessary to 
ensure that the last line of every branch could directly lead into the 
beginning line of every other option, it becomes simpler to write the 
segments as discrete, and ignore the probability of minor nonsense. The 
alternative can require the inclusion of lines of code and various subtle 
variations on the dialogue to be recorded, neither of which are usually 
considered to be worth the effort (see section 6.2, p. 167, for an example of an 
overuse of these subtle variations; see section 5.4.2, p. 92, for an example of 
how these small additional dialogues can serve a valid purpose).  
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Accidental Hypocrisy 
A further example for the case of Context-based answers comes when 
the player goes to exit the conversation with Navigator Pressly:  
 
Figure 5.3. A screenshot showing the various ways in which the player may exit the dialogue 
with Navigator Pressly (reconstructed in Chat Mapper (Urban Brain Studios, 2012) to 
highlight the branching structure). 
 
In Figure 5.3, the second node from the left leads into the ‘Investigate’ 
option. The others exit the conversation. With the exception of “Carry on, 
Pressly,” the conversation soon runs into some cognitive dissonance. 
Since the player could have gone through the entire ‘Investigate’ tree 
before arriving at either the leftmost or rightmost options, these options 
become non-sequiturs. In the first case, “I’ll see if I can get some answers 
when I see him,” the dialogue is meant to refer to Captain Anderson. 
However, if the player has followed the options provided by ‘Investigate,’ 
the last subject to be discussed could have been ‘false pretences,’ ‘Captain 
Leanne C. Taylor-Giles -- Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems 
 
80 – Creative Industries, QUT – Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses 
 
Anderson,’ or ‘Nihlus.’ In this Context, the player’s farewell employs 
Ambiguity inefficiently: that is, the line is too specific. Likewise, if the player 
has just asked Pressly all kinds of questions regarding their mission and 
important people on board the ship, then selected the rightmost option, her 
interrogation of the Navigator is followed by Shepard saying, “Info’s on a 
need-to-know basis, Pressly.” This is hypocritical, given the Context. 
The easy way to avoid this dissonance would be to do what the 
dialogue, in fact, already does. If the player chooses ‘Goodbye,’ immediately, 
following the critical path, Shepard says, “I’d better head down and see the 
Captain.” It is only after exploring the ‘Investigate’ option that it changes to, 
“Carry on, Pressly.” This shows an awareness of Context that is not being 
displayed throughout the rest of the conversation. The first is an excuse, the 
second a recognition that the player has held Pressly up from his usual 
duties. 
So the solution is equally elegant – remove the other options if the 
player has chosen the ‘Investigate’ node. Since the other paraphrases – “I’ll 
look into it,” and “Just do your job,” – don’t particularly make sense beyond 
the first round of questions, removing them would leave only the option 
‘Goodbye,’ as a natural and linguistically feasible conclusion. In the case of 
these farewells, Ambiguity would have been better suited to providing a 
more coherent outcome than the specificity that exists in the current 
conversation. 
 
5.3.3 Conversation 2: Dr. Williams & Dr. Manuel 
After completing several more conversations and a combat sequence, 
the player arrives at the dig site she has been sent to. Upon arriving, she 
discovers there has been a massacre. A non-player companion character 
points out that one of the nearby sheds has been locked from the inside. 
Disarming the lock reveals two terrified scientists. The second conversation 
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to be discussed takes place at this point, and was chosen as an example of 
how design decisions can impact the player’s sense of self. 
The two rescued scientists explain that they escaped the onslaught and 
hid inside the shed. However, in keeping with the game’s morality system, 
which is based around allowing the player to determine who her character is 
by taking in-game actions, one of the dialogue options allows Commander 
Shepard to punch the male scientist in the face, without provocation. 
 
The Impact of Choice on the Perceived Self 
Mass Effect was one of the first games to include physical interactions 
between characters within its dialogue system (BioWare, 2007). Being able to 
punch one of the conversants very effectively showcases what was a new 
idea at the time. However, it is what comes after this interaction that is more 
surprising. When both the female scientist and one of the player’s party 
members berate the player for taking such extreme measures, she is offered 
only one option in reply: indifference.  
 
Figure 5.4. A screenshot from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) showing the player’s conversation 
options in the wake of punching Dr. Manuel. 
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Here there is a breakdown in the good-neutral-evil format of earlier 
conversations that is a common standard within most contemporary 
roleplaying games (Borland & King, 2003). Essentially, all of the above 
options suggest the same emotional underpinning – Shepard as sociopath. 
The relevance of this is tied closely to the paraphrase the player must select 
to arrive at this point: 
 
Figure 5.5. A screenshot from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) showing the conversation option 
that leads to the circumstance of punching Dr. Manuel. 
 
Given the exclamation point, the highlighted option (“I can shut him 
up!”) can be seen as aggressive, but the outcome of selecting it is unclear at 
the outset. The paraphrase employs unnecessary Ambiguity so that the 
action that follows the player’s selection will come as a surprise. By 
comparison, the player’s available responses after she has been berated for 
her actions are too specific: she cannot apologise, she can only dismiss. That 
all three options at that point are essentially the same undermines the 
illusion of choice that immersion within such virtual worlds is built upon, 
and thereby reduces Agency (Murray, 1997). The option to apologise need 
not be effusive, but it should exist.  
The decision to omit such an option may have been to show what a 
hard universe this is, and what a hard person Shepard is, but it ultimately 
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changes the player’s perception of her own in-game character without giving 
her any say in the matter. The conversation does not make use of proper 
Lack of Judgement – that is, it forces consequences on the player without 
allowing her input. Punching Dr. Manuel, accidentally or purposefully, 
assigns the player Renegade points and a rank in the skill Intimidate, both of 
which will affect how all other non-player characters react to her from now 
on.  
The only option left, if the player regrets the actions she didn’t know 
her character would take, is to reload her game and ignore that conversation 
option. This not only removes immersion by forcing the player into a meta-
game state, it creates a multiplicity of character that could cause her to 
second-guess Shepard’s dialogue choices for the remainder of the game. 
Needless to say, these are outcomes that should be avoided when attempting 
to create an immersive, reactive experience that deepens the player’s 
engagement with the world. 
The reason the above example creates such a strong reaction is because 
when playing a video game one is in the role of ‘self.’ All actions become in 
some way representative of the self within the game world, whether 
explicitly chosen or not (Waggoner, 2009). Removing choice, either by using 
Ambiguous paraphrasing or not allowing the player to apologise, is limiting 
the player’s repertoire of self-expression. Doing so effectively renders her 
mute within the in-game shell she is inhabiting, removes her sense of 
Agency, and distances her from maintaining an emotional connection with 
her virtual self (Turkle, 1996). 
 
Critical Path Sociopathy 
Of further interest in this scenario is a return to the idea of the critical 
path. In Mass Effect, the cursor consistently falls directly to the right – that is, 
on the supposedly ‘neutral’ option of the available choices, as discussed in 
Chapter 3 (BioWare, 2007). However, something unusual occurs during the 
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scenario where the player chooses to punch Dr. Manuel that bears 
examination:  
 
Figure 5.6. A screenshot showing the player’s available dialogue options after she has 
punched Dr. Manuel (reconstructed in Chat Mapper (Urban Brain Studios, 2012) to highlight 
the branching structure). 
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In the above image, both the left and right responses lead to the grey 
box on the left. The middle response leads to a different answer (in orange) 
before re-joining the rest of the conversation at the bottom left. Instead of 
having three separate responses, the game makes do with two. This is not 
unusual, in that ‘linking’ responses in a method that will be invisible to the 
player saves time in both the writing and recording stages.  
However, the disparity in this case comes from the following: what 
appears to be the most neutral of the available choices leads to the most 
aggressive response. Since what Commander Shepard says if the player 
selects either the first or last option is suitably neutral (“It was only a matter 
of time being he did something crazy. And dangerous.”), the inclusion of a 
more aggressive response – especially on the critical path – is unusual.  
In cases similar to this, the normal method would be to have all three 
player choices lead to the same outcome, in order to save time on both 
writing and recording. Indeed, it seems that Dr. Warren’s reply makes use of 
Ambiguity in preparation for this outcome, as she effectively forgives the 
player regardless of her words. The question, then, is why extra resources – 
i.e. writing, programming, and recording – were assigned to providing the 
critical path player with an alternate experience. There could have easily 
been three separate responses as two, or, even more simply, only one 
outcome, as described above.   
That the aggressive response was not only included, then, but falls 
under the default cursor position as well, says something of the version of 
Commander Shepard ascribed to those who choose to follow the critical 
path. In this case, Shepard-as-sociopath is foregrounded, whether that was 
the intention or not. This defining moment of characterisation occurs to the 
possible detriment of Agency, and the player’s self-identity.  
However, because an actor can speak without the player’s direct input, 
her responses can elicit more surprise than those of an avatar, who 
necessarily says exactly what the player chooses, and nothing more. Creating 
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surprise through unexpected responses from an actor is, in fact, a tactic that 
can be employed to increase Agency by having the player’s character say 
something ‘cool.’ Elsewhere, Mass Effect employs this tactic with reasonable 
efficiency (BioWare, 2007). It is still a method of increasing engagement that 
requires some degree of transparency, as whatever the player’s character 
says should ideally still reflect the emotional sentiment of the player herself.  
It is unfortunate, then, that the case described above is not one in which 
the coming surprise was more clearly telegraphed. Doing so would have 
allowed for an increase in engagement, by supporting two different play 
styles more obviously while reinforcing the game world’s underlying 
morality: Renegade players could have their moment of feeling ‘cool,’ while 
Paragon players could take the moral high ground and feel good for doing 
so. Less Ambiguity in this case would not have decreased immersion, but 
heightened it. 
 
5.3.4 Conversation 3: A group of farmers 
The third conversation to be discussed takes place shortly after the one 
described in the previous section. This conversation has been chosen to 
highlight how user interface design can unintentionally disempower the 
player. As the player fights her way toward the spaceport and the beacon, 
she comes across another locked shed where several farmers are hiding. At 
first glance, the situation seems simple, but when the player moves to end 
the conversation one of the farmers speaks up, suggesting that their leader 
hand over ‘the stuff’ to the player. 
 
The Meta-gaming Mandate 
It is revealed to the player that the farmers have been smuggling goods 
for a contact at the docks, which provides the player with an opportunity to 
extort them in order to increase her store of guns and weapons upgrades. 
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However, the player is soon provided with a dialogue option that looks like 
this:  
 
Figure 5.7. A screenshot from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) showing greyed out conversation 
options on the left side of the dialogue wheel. 
 
Figure 5.7 shows that the top and bottom options on the left side of the 
dialogue wheel are greyed out. Both of these options are related to skills 
within the character level-up screen, called Charm and Intimidate 
respectively. The player is only able to select these dialogue options if she 
has chosen to put skill points into these categories, rather than combat-
related skills. Without having pre-emptively assigned skill points into these 
arbitrary categories, she cannot progress the conversation, except to end it 
without receiving a reward.  
Placing item rewards along non-critical path dialogues is not unusual 
within roleplaying games, as will be evident in further analyses within this 
exegesis (see section 5.4.2, p. 92). Since the player is awarded only a set 
number of skillpoints in any given game, players who choose to put these 
points into social skills will be at a tactical disadvantage, and vice versa. Thus 
the inclusion of combat-related rewards along optional conversation paths is 
intended to balance combat gameplay. What is of concern, however, is the 
fact that these options appear, whether the player has the skill to select them 
Leanne C. Taylor-Giles -- Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems 
 
88 – Creative Industries, QUT – Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses 
 
or not. This creates a sense of being struck dumb – the interface both presents 
and denies access to additional information in a method that cannot be 
rectified unless the player reloads her game.  
Presenting unavailable dialogue options undermines player Agency 
and highlights a similar point to that of the previous conversation: that 
decisions made within user interface development will have a direct impact 
on how the dialogue within a game is perceived and interpreted by its 
intended audience. It is a far different tack – and a different sort of system – 
to allow the player to choose between different levels of ‘charming’ options 
should she wish to be charming. However, in this circumstance the player is 
not allowed to attempt to be anything other than straightforward, because 
Charm has become a measurable skill, and one which must be advanced to 
the detriment of others.  
The system therefore displays a misunderstanding of both Context and 
Lack of Judgement. Were these two tactics applied effectively, the player 
would not be able to see options she cannot take, thus preventing her from 
losing her feeling of Agency. In the current system, she may feel as though 
she is being punished for not knowing she should have allocated points to 
non-combat skills. The game is treating her as if she has made a poor 
decision, when the impact of her decisions was not adequately conveyed to 
her before she made her choice.  
As an introduction to a persuasion system that will be present 
throughout the rest of the game, this method of introducing multiple paths 
through the dialogue is functional. Ideally, however, a solution that doesn’t 
undermine player Agency – even up to explicitly stating in a tutorial prompt 
that a conversation including skill-based choices was approaching – would 
have been preferable to the nonsensical situation of a player who is mute-yet-
not-mute that arises instead (Adams, 2013). 
The situation is, however, further still more complex. If the player 
punched Dr. Manuel earlier in the game, she would have automatically 
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acquired a single (free) skill point in Intimidate, in addition to the other skill 
points she received upon levelling up. This extra point would have allowed 
her to access the bottom option in the above image (“Is he worth dying for?”) 
while leaving the top option (“He may know something.”) greyed out.  
In this case, the reduction in Agency wouldn’t have been as severe, as 
the player could still have accessed one of the ‘special’ choices. However, this 
outcome is also reliant on a very specific style of play, which the player 
cannot be trusted to adhere to. Although efforts were made to mitigate the 
loss of Agency by making the system more transparent to the player, the 
decision to display inaccessible conversation options is still an ineffective 
system for retaining player engagement. 
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5.3.5 Reflections on the analysis of Mass Effect’s branching dialogues 
As a forerunner in the fully-voiced, branching narrative style of 
roleplaying game that has since become an integral part of contemporary 
game taxonomy, Mass Effect implemented several key advances in the field of 
interactive narrative (BioWare, 2007). That these implementations are 
imperfect says little of the innovation inherent in the attempt; that is, 
pioneering systems are rarely elegant or well-informed, and must take steps 
toward a future goal that others may accomplish. While it is possible to 
criticise Mass Effect for providing information overload, imposed morality, 
and ambiguous paraphrasing, it is important to remember that it was one of 
the first games to include such a complicated dialogue system within a fully-
voiced game (BioWare).  
In terms of both analysis and the question of this exegesis – whether it 
is possible to separate branching dialogues from their media in order to 
apply critique – Mass Effect reveals several tacit assumptions made during 
the process of writing the conversations analysed: 
 Context should never trump the player’s ability to determine her 
own dramatic pacing; 
 An actor should speak with her own voice, which must not 
necessarily be reflected in the paraphrase of her dialogue; 
 Maintaining Context across dialogue options that the player may 
repeatedly select is an unnecessary constraint; 
 The player’s right to express an emotional attitude should not be 
removed, even if that attitude no longer applies; 
 Actions taken by the player character within conversations should 
be surprising; 
 The critical path player should feel like a ‘bad-ass’; 
 Consequences exist for actions taken within conversations; 
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 Including points-based conversation skills within the level up 
system will result in the player having to make decisions between 
her social and combat priorities; 
 Showing the player what she is missing will prompt her to adjust 
her playstyle. 
It is with these assumptions made explicit that the work of exploring 
the research question may continue. By identifying the underlying tenets of 
conversation design taking place within each game, it may be possible to 
determine whether a common set of tacit ‘rules’ exist for writing branching 
dialogues. At the same time, the assumptions outlined above give insight 
into the thought processes behind the design, and illuminate decisions that 
the conscious writer can choose to use or discount to her advantage.  
Section 5.8 (p. 148) discusses a series of questions extrapolated from the 
underlying assumptions of the four commercial titles analysed. The intention 
is that applying these questions to other works may allow a critique of video 
game writing, based on analysis of these assumptions. However, further 
examples from the other titles analysed within this exegesis are necessary to 
determine whether any of the above rules are particularly common to 
effective branching dialogues. 
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5.4 DRAGON AGE: ORIGINS 
5.4.1 Introduction 
Dragon Age: Origins (2009) is also a BioWare roleplaying game, but it 
has several key differences to Mass Effect in both format and content 
(BioWare, 2007). First, Dragon Age is set in a fantasy world. Second, the range 
of player character races is greater than Mass Effect’s. Third, and most 
importantly, the player character is an avatar, meaning that she does not 
have any recorded lines of dialogue, and ‘speaks’ only via player-selected 
text-based options. The dialogue the player chooses is relayed exactly as 
written, and thus requires no paraphrasing system. 
The introductory segment chosen for analysis is the female City Elf 
origin story, as this was Lead Designer Mike Laidlaw’s favourite3. The story 
is as follows: 
The player is awoken on her wedding day by her cousin, Shianni. During the 
ceremony, a local Lord’s son, Vaughan Urien, interrupts, kidnapping several 
women, including the player character and Shianni. Soris, the player’s male 
cousin, comes to her aid and helps fight through the palace to Vaughan’s 
private chambers, where Shianni and the others are being held. The player 
can choose to negotiate with Vaughan or kill him, leading to different 
outcomes for the people involved. 
As with Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), there are three key conversations in the 
opening sequence of Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) that bear closer 
examination. 
 
5.4.2 Conversation 1: Cyrion 
One of the first conversations the player encounters in the game is with 
her father, Cyrion, who wants to wish her well on her wedding day. This 
conversation was chosen because it illustrates a method for increasing player 
engagement, a way to provide extra information within player response 
                                                 
3 As relayed to me in person in October of 2009 when I was visiting the Edmonton studio. 
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options, and a key punishment/reward mechanic that will be present 
throughout the rest of the game.  
 
Increasing Player Engagement  
The player’s father, Cyrion, draws the player into a conversation 
shortly after she is awoken and has moved toward the front door of the 
house. As a moment for the player to connect with the family she will soon 
have to leave behind, the tone of the conversation is suitably warm. It is 
important to note that the dialogue options presented at the beginning of this 
conversation are determined by a previous exchange, which takes place 
when Shianni wakes the player. For example, the opening lines the player 
may speak to her father come from her choice in the following interaction: 
 
Shianni: “That’s what I came to tell you! Your groom, Nelaros… he’s 
here early!” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “Already? Then I guess I don’t have a choice.” 
o 2. “Really? That’s great! The sooner the better!” 
o 3. “I don’t like the idea of this arranged match business.” 
o 4. “So that means we do it now? I’m not ready!” 
 
If the player chooses Option 2, one of the opening dialogue options 
when speaking with Cyrion becomes, “No time to talk, Father! I’m getting 
married!” This is in strong contrast to the option provided by selecting 
anything else, which results in the player being able to say, “Could we talk 
about this arrangement?” 
This subtle integration of the player’s previous choices only becomes 
obvious after multiple play-throughs, yet the value of this invisible response 
to the Context of the player’s attitude cannot be overstated. Other 
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contemporary roleplaying games may refer to the player by her race or 
gender, but never by her attitude – Dragon Age was one of the first games to 
listen to the player’s opinions (BioWare, 2009). Within the rest of the game 
there are many instances of this kind of interaction scoring, some of which 
are obvious and some of which are not, but all of which inherently add to the 
sense of Agency the player experiences – the game is more likely to allow her 
to say what she wants to say because it is listening to her preferences 
(Murray, 1997).  
The option to not be excited about getting married is still provided to 
those who initially were positive about the situation, but not to the extent 
that is available should the player already have expressed her doubts. 
Separating the two emotional states from each other in a way that ensures 
the player will never see both at the same time shows consideration for the 
player’s choices. Consequently, the decision to provide a system with 
components of active listening provides a more consistent view of the player 
character than Mass Effect’s dialogue interface does.  
 
Informative Responses 
The second method Dragon Age uses to engage its audience is by 
providing Context within the visible dialogue options (BioWare, 2009). Since 
the player’s character has no inherent personality of her own, there is no 
need to paraphrase what she will say. The entirety of every line of dialogue is 
displayed, and this has, in many cases, been used to the advantage of the 
narrative by including information ‘invisibly.’ Knowledge received when 
attempting to choose between dialogue options enters the player’s mind as 
she reads, without her necessarily realising it. For example, one of Cyrion’s 
lines is: 
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Cyrion: “We don’t want to seem like troublemakers, after all. Adaia 
made that mistake.” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “Let’s just get on with this, shall we?” 
o 2. “The humans who killed her made a bigger one.” 
o 3. “Mother was a clever rogue.” 
 
It may not have been immediately apparent to the player who Adaia is, 
had Option 3 not openly stated that the name belongs to the player 
character’s absent mother. Likewise, while the player would not know what 
had happened to Adaia, the player character certainly would: providing 
Option 2 informs the player of the past, while avoiding placing the necessary 
exposition in Cyrion’s preceding line. In this regard, even if the player 
decides to choose Option 1, she is still informed of several key story 
elements, simply by having considered the alternatives. While not the first 
game to do so, Dragon Age’s awareness of Context is unusually self-reflective 
for contemporary video games in the roleplaying genre, as will be seen 
during the other analyses within this exegesis (BioWare, 2009).  
It is also interesting to note that Ambiguity is present in Cyrion’s reply. 
Choosing either Option 2 or Option 3 will eventually lead to the same line. 
Regardless of whether the player chose to reveal her hatred of humans or 
remembered her mother fondly, Cyrion says a brief lead-in that responds to 
her choice, then continues to the shared line. For example, choosing Option 2 
leads to the following exchange: 
 
Player: “The humans who killed her made a bigger one.” 
Cyrion: “Our world is full of so many injustices. Take this. Your 
mother would have wanted you to have it. It’s the very least I can 
give you, as you start your new life.” 
Leanne C. Taylor-Giles -- Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems 
 
96 – Creative Industries, QUT – Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses 
 
Should the player have chosen Option 3, the exchange becomes: 
 
Player: “Mother was a clever rogue.” 
Cyrion: “Yes. That she was. Take this. Your mother would have 
wanted you to have it. It’s the very least I can give you, as you start 
your new life.” 
 
This last reply, by itself, also includes Ambiguity – as Adaia’s class (e.g. 
warrior or rogue) will be the same as the player’s, Option 3 could just have 
easily as read, “Mother was a great warrior” as “Mother was a clever rogue.” 
Thus, by making Cyrion’s reply to Option 3 suitably ambiguous, and then 
leading into the next line, which can also be approached from either Option 2 
or Option 3, the time necessary for writing and recording these lines was 
reduced, without undermining player Agency or immersion. 
These kinds of small lead-ins can make even repeated dialogues 
demonstrate increased Context, as they respond directly to the player’s 
choice before seguing into a more generic line. This is what I was referring to 
in section 5.3.2 (p. 73), above, when discussing the ‘Investigate’ option in 
Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007); writing small pickup lines to link between the 
different emotional states allows the player to feel she is being listened to, 
while ultimately she ends up exactly where the writer wants her to be. The 
inclusion of emotional lead-ins requires extra effort, but adds to the feeling of 
Agency. If this tactic had been applied in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) as well 
as it was in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), the ‘Investigate’ options in the 
former would have seemed far more coherent in a linguistic conversational 
sense. 
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Reward for Caring; Punishment for Apathy 
Where the conversation with Cyrion becomes problematic is in 
achieving an ideal outcome. The player can arrive at the aforementioned line: 
 
Cyrion: “Take this. Your mother would have wanted you to have it. 
It’s the very least I can give you, as you start your new life.”  
 
At this point in the conversation, she will receive a set of boots that will be 
helpful in the combat to come. The way to receive these boots, however, is 
inherently biased against the critical path.  
It is possible to exit the conversation in just four clicks, by following a 
task-oriented mindset. This comes at the expense of ignoring conversational 
lead-ins, such as the one previously mentioned: 
 
Cyrion: “We don’t want to seem like troublemakers, after all. Adaia 
made that mistake.” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “Let’s just get on with this, shall we?” 
o 2. “The humans who killed her made a bigger one.” 
o 3. “Mother was a clever rogue.” 
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The disadvantage to the critical path comes during this choice. If the 
player chooses either Option 2 or Option 3, she is rewarded with a warm 
comment from her in-game father and an item that will make the coming 
combat slightly easier. If, however, the player’s curiosity was satisfied by the 
Context shown in the other two options, and she selects Option 1, the 
conversation ends and no reward is given. 
While not as external or visible as Mass Effect’s requirement that the 
player put skill points into social abilities in order to access conversation 
rewards (BioWare, 2007), this choice still puts the critical path player at a 
disadvantage. It seems to be assumed that these options need not exist as 
viable choices, because players who take the critical path must be 
uninterested in the game’s story or world. An interpretation of Option 1 
could be that the subject is too painful for the player character to speak of it; 
nevertheless, because it falls on the critical path, it provides no tactical 
advantage, and no further storytelling. In a sense, Lack of Judgement has not 
been applied – were the situation non-judgemental, the reward would be 
given equally to all paths of the dialogue, especially as all three terminate at 
essentially the same point. 
It is a strange assumption to consider that those players who choose the 
critical path may be less prone to emotion than other players, but that seems 
to be a prevailing belief throughout the branching dialogues of Dragon Age 
(BioWare, 2009). There is a certain level of engagement that the conversations 
seem to be seeking, and a particular method for the player to show her 
engagement, by selecting choices that will lead to further storytelling. This is 
not an unusual device in many contemporary roleplaying games, as tasks 
that require more time or skill to complete often come with greater rewards, 
thus prompting the player to spend more time on similar tasks in the future 
(Yee, 2001). However, the fact that player engagement with the story has 
been treated as ‘extra effort’ reveals an expectation of minimal engagement 
as the default, which influences other aspects of the conversation design 
process. 
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5.4.3 Conversation 2: Duncan 
Minimal engagement, or at least not paying close attention, is 
somewhat taken advantage of in the next conversation, which takes place 
just before the player’s wedding is set to commence. This conversation was 
chosen because it represents faults of omission that can come with 
complicated dialogues, such as assumed information, conversational 
bottlenecks, and relying on convenient memory lapses on the part of the 
player. In the scenario, Soris spots a human, Duncan, entering the Alienage 
just after Vaughan Urien has been causing trouble. The tone of the 
conversation is therefore already set, especially as Duncan is both wearing 
armour and carrying a weapon: 
 
Figure 5.8. A screenshot of the character Duncan from Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) 
showing him as an armoured and unwelcome guest. 
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The lack of voice acting for the player character allows for some very 
specific exchanges, such as the one highlighted above: 
 
Duncan: “Good day. I understand congratulations are in order for 
your impending wedding.” 
Player Option 2: “Let’s talk about your impending beating.” 
 
However, while some of the conversation options relate directly to what 
Duncan has said, others have little to do with the flow of conversation. 
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Assumed Information 
As stated above, the fact that player responses are not vocalized allows 
for a greater variety of options that lead to the same outcome, such as: 
 
Figure 5.9. A screenshot showing the player’s unique (orange) and critical path (purple) 
choices when in conversation with Duncan (reconstructed in Chat Mapper (Urban Brain 
Studios, 2012) to highlight the branching structure). 
 
Far less linking is required between player responses when they don’t 
need to be recorded: that is, different dialogue options can lead into the same 
response from the non-player character without any loss of coherency, 
provided the non-player character’s response makes use of appropriate 
Ambiguity. This is most easily accomplished by relating the player’s choice 
to a feeling or intent rather than a specific line, making it easier to apply 
Ambiguity to the non-player character’s response (see section 6.3.2, p. 183). 
Reacting to an emotional tone rather than specific content allowed the 
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writers of Dragon Age to be less specific in Duncan’s recorded answers, thus 
allowing for a greater range of emotional approaches while maintaining a 
consistent tone to the conversation (BioWare, 2009). 
However, despite the breadth of answers available, there are some 
moments during the player’s exchange with Duncan that don’t make logical 
sense. The following example reveals the choices available if the player 
chooses Option 1 in the first encounter, when Duncan congratulates her on 
her impending wedding:  
 
Figure 5.10. A screenshot showing the player’s critical path (purple) when in conversation 
with Duncan (reconstructed in Chat Mapper (Urban Brain Studios, 2012) to highlight the 
branching structure). 
 
In this case, only the option on the right makes linguistic sense, as it 
directly relates to what Duncan’s apology. The leftmost option sounds like an 
excuse, unrelated to Duncan’s response – the Alienage, while technically 
‘public,’ requires permission to enter, which Duncan must have. Likewise, 
the middle option implies the player as prescient, as Duncan has – so far – 
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neglected to mention his reason for entering the Alienage. A possible cause 
for this disconnect comes from a piece of information contained within a 
separate dialogue, one that would have been available if the player had 
chosen Option 4 instead of Option 1: 
 
Player: “Do you have business here, human?” 
Duncan: “I do. I believe, however, that I may have already found 
what I was seeking.” 
 
The problem lies in the fact that this dialogue option, and therefore 
Duncan’s response, falls on a parallel timeline that makes the two pieces of 
information mutually exclusive. This is not uncommon when dealing with 
large-scale branching dialogues, as being aware of the conversation as a 
whole renders one unable to determine what information the player may 
have at which point (see Chapter 7). Equally likely, the response, “Whatever 
you’re looking for, look elsewhere” could have been intended to provide 
additional Context, as discussed in section 5.4.2 (p. 92). Unfortunately, it does 
so in a method that raises questions of incoherency, rather than narrative.  
 
Conversational Bottlenecks 
A similar circumstance to the omission of information also occurs later, 
when Valendrian, the elder, shows up to defuse the confrontation between 
Duncan and the player: 
 
Duncan: “Ah, the diplomat comes out. It seems your temper isn’t as 
fiery as I’ve been led to believe. What do you say, Valendrian?” 
Valendrian: “I would say the world has far more use of those who 
know how to stay their blades.” 
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As many of the player’s dialogue options involve threatening Duncan, 
Valendrian’s introductory line should make sense. However, if the player 
follows the critical path, or is otherwise congenial in her dealings with 
Duncan, the Context of Valendrian’s speech is lost. That is, if the player 
character has not threatened Duncan or hinted at any kind of aggression, it 
becomes unclear who Valendrian is reprimanding – Duncan, or the player. It 
also becomes unclear why he is reprimanding anyone at all. 
Likewise, if the player has been only polite to Duncan, and welcomes 
him when Valendrian arrives, the following occurs: 
 
Player: “Any friend of the elder is welcome here.” 
Duncan: “Oh? Changing your tune so quickly? *chuckles*” 
 
There are circumstances in which the player is not ‘changing her tune,’ 
but because an overwhelming amount of the dialogue options available are 
combative in some way, the chances of this response from Duncan not 
making sense are slim. This kind of non-sequitur generally comes from 
linking to conversational bottlenecks; that is, points through which the 
conversation must pass in order to progress. Bottlenecks are an effective way 
of keeping the conversation on track and ensuring no one thread becomes 
too far distant from the intended content. However, when linked 
ineffectively, as above – that is, by not making appropriate use of Ambiguity 
– conversational bottlenecks can result in confusion by being too specific to 
only one of many paths.  
In this case, the division comes from the player being able to choose to 
be aggressive or polite, which are both reasonable options given the 
circumstances. The conversational bottlenecks within the conversation 
should therefore have either been ambiguous enough to apply to both 
possibilities, or have used emotional lead-in lines, as Cyrion’s dialogue did. 
Applying Ambiguity would have avoided disconnection of the player’s part, 
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and allowed for a greater sense of Agency, by having Duncan provide a 
response that was equally appropriate to either approach. 
 
Memory Lapses (or: Fridge Dialogue) 
‘Fridge logic’ is a term that arose with modern cinema, and which has 
been attributed to Alfred Hitchcock (McGilligan, 2003). It refers to a 
circumstance in which a movie makes sense during the viewing, but is 
afterward proven to be logically unsound by the viewer’s own consideration 
of the facts – generally around the time one goes to open the fridge after 
arriving home.  
Since the introduction of fully-voiced dialogue into games, the same 
circumstance has applied, as is apparent in the conversation with Duncan. 
When the elder, Valendrian, arrives, the aforementioned conversation runs 
as follows: 
 
Duncan: “Ah, the diplomat comes out. It seems your temper isn’t as 
fiery as I’ve been led to believe. What do you say, Valendrian?” 
Valendrian: “I would say the world has far more use of those who 
know how to stay their blades. But my question remains 
unanswered. Why are you here, Duncan?” 
 
However, to this point in the conversation, Valendrian hasn’t asked any 
questions, of Duncan or the player. He has not had a chance to speak with 
Duncan prior to the player meeting him, a fact which is referenced within the 
conversation itself, so there is no prior interaction for Valendrian to refer to. 
The line he speaks, though sensible at first glance, becomes confusing upon 
reflection. It may only be upon repeated playing of the dialogue that the 
discrepancy becomes visible, but it brings to mind a certain XKCD comic: 
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Figure 5.11. An XKCD comic showing an example of applied ‘fridge logic’ (Munroe, 2008). 
 
While relying on ‘fridge logic’ is not harmful, or even immediately 
apparent, it does bear examination, simply because it is another example of a 
conversational bottleneck that moves the conversation along without relying 
on the player to choose the correct answers. Given that this conversation is a 
critical moment in the City Elf introduction, it stands to reason that a certain 
outcome should be assured, especially one in which both Duncan and 
Valendrian hold the player no ill-will. 
In essence, ‘fridge logic’ relies on the player accepting that her memory 
is faulty, because the dialogue is played in sequential order, with re-reading 
impossible (unless she opens the dialogue editor after exiting the game, or 
chooses to replay the segment). Therefore, in the player’s mind, it may have 
been entirely possible that Valendrian asked Duncan a question, and she has 
merely forgotten, leading to a continuance of the willing suspension of 
disbelief.  
Essentially, the situation relies on the player accepting enforced 
Context, rather than trusting her own memory, in order to accept the 
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direction the conversation is headed in. If detected during the course of play, 
however, ‘fridge logic’ can undermine Agency, simply because it explicitly 
reminds the player that she is not in control of the conversation, and 
therefore is not in control of the game, either. This reminder destroys the 
enjoyment of immersion, and should therefore be avoided, unless the writer 
is purposely attempting to break the fourth wall (Murray, 1997). 
 
5.4.4 Conversation 3: Lord Vaughan 
The last conversation to be discussed comes after the player has fought 
her way through the Arl’s estate to Vaughan’s private chambers, where 
Shianni is being held. This conversation was chosen because it illuminates 
how word choices can affect the player in terms of unintentional sexism, 
circumnavigating the intended emotional content, and forcing the player into 
silence. All three elements can be readily summarised by the situation at 
hand: considering the amount of time it took the player to fight her way 
through the estate, and Shianni’s almost hysterical attitude when the player 
arrives, it is implied both during and after the conversation that Shianni has 
already been raped. 
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Figure 5.12. A screenshot from Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) showing the character 
Shianni as the player arrives to rescue her. 
 
The player knows at this point that two other women are being held 
also – a mutual friend, and Soris’ bride-to-be. However, what could be a very 
confronting scene in terms of what has already happened to Shianni and 
what the player is able to do about it is undermined by neutral word choices 
at important moments. 
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Unintentional Sexism 
The first neutral word choice comes when Vaughan tries to bribe the 
player to spare his life: 
 
Vaughan: “You take that money and leave Denerim tonight. No 
repercussions, and you can go wherever you like.” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “All I want is your head.” 
o 2. “What about the women? Will you let them go?” 
o 3. “You can’t buy me.” 
o 4. “Then give me the money. I accept your deal.” 
o 5. “We can kill you and steal your money.” 
 
Option 2 highlights a conflict of interest within the available Context. 
Although Shianni is the player’s cousin and Valora is Soris’ fiancée, the only 
term available to identify these characters is ‘the women,’ a choice that is, by 
its objectification, removed from emotional content. Similarly, if the player 
chooses to accept the bribe without first asking after Shianni and the others, 
Soris says, “But you won’t hurt the women, right?” 
Vaughan’s reply is in-character – what both the player-character and 
Soris have both just said is not.  
 
Vaughan: “The women stay. They’ll go home tomorrow, slightly 
worse for wear, and you’ll be long gone.” 
 
The underlying assumption, clearly evident in Vaughan’s assertion that 
the three women he is about to rape will go home ‘slightly worse for wear,’ is 
that he views them as less than human. This, however, does not explain the 
player’s – and Soris’ – attitude toward women of their own kind. Even if the 
Leanne C. Taylor-Giles -- Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems 
 
110 – Creative Industries, QUT – Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses 
 
line was simply, “What about Shianni and the others? Will you let them go?” 
it places a far more personal meaning on the question than referring to them 
as ‘the women’. The phrase could also have simply been replaced with the 
non-gender specific ‘our friends,’ to equal measure4. Given the emotionally-
charged Context of the situation, it seems unfair to distance the player from 
her emotions by providing only neutral word choices, even if she is currently 
considering accepting a bribe to leave her friends to be raped. 
 
Circumnavigating Emotional Impact 
As previously mentioned, Soris uses this same phrase – ‘the women’ –to 
equally undesirable effect. In this case, however, his version of events also 
contains the word ‘hurt’. 
 
Soris: “But you won’t hurt the women, right?” 
 
Vaughan’s guards have already killed one elf woman, Nola, and raped 
Shianni, his and the player’s mutual cousin. That he seems concerned with 
anyone else being ‘hurt’ is an understatement that implies a downplaying of 
what death and rape actually are. This is further evidenced by one of the 
player’s dialogue choices after she has refused Vaughan’s bribe – Soris is 
unconvinced, momentarily swayed by the amount of money offered. To 
quell his indecision, the player can protest: 
 
Player: “Soris, they were going to hurt me!” 
 
‘Hurt’ is not the correct word here, nor is it the most accurate. Vaughan 
has already raped Shianni, and will continue to do so if the player doesn’t 
intervene. It is only the player’s previous training that had saved her from 
                                                 
4 For an in-depth discussion of gender representation in video games, which topic falls 
beyond the scope of this exegesis, see Anita Sarkeesian’s Tropes Vs. Women in Video Games 
video series, available on Youtube. 
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the same fate in the first place. Soris’ misunderstanding could stem from the 
fact that he is a young man, relatively sheltered, and therefore does not 
understand the devastating implications of rape. But the same line, coming 
from a supposedly female character, is not as convincing as saying, “Soris, 
they were going to rape me!” 
In essence, Soris’ avoidance of the correct word hints at the fact he’s 
uncomfortable with what’s happening, and is trying to convince himself that 
no real harm will come to his cousin and fiancée if he chooses to leave them 
behind. It stands to reason, then, that if the female player-character wanted 
to convince Soris that what he was doing was wrong, she would use the 
stronger term – rape – to force him to accept the reality of the situation. 
Even stranger in this circumstance that the word ‘rape’ has already 
been used in an earlier scene – when the player’s character awakens after 
being taken captive by Vaughan and his men. Soris’ fiancée, Valora, relays 
the situation concisely: 
 
Valora: “They locked us in here to wait until that… bastard is ‘ready 
for us.’” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “Then we need to get out of here!” 
o 2. “We’ll kill the first human that opens the door.” 
o 3. “I’m sure he’ll listen to reason once he’s sobered.” 
o 4. “Chances are we’ll be raped, beaten, and killed.” 
 
Option 4 allows the player to express a pessimistic sentiment that 
nonetheless contains direct language about what is likely to happen to 
undefended women trapped in the palace of a powerful nobleman. There is 
no Ambiguity in this case, in order to impress the gravity of the situation on 
everyone involved, including the player herself. As stated previously, even if 
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the player does not select Option 4, she is aware of the potential outcomes for 
all of the people in the room with her, regardless of whether she herself 
escapes. That she can choose to take this tone of voice – brusque, and with a 
chance of inciting panic – with her fellow captives, but not with her male 
cousin, who is debating selling his own fiancée to a man who will rape her, is 
confounding.  
In terms of video games, rape is a subject not given much attention, 
even less than it is given in movies. To address it so overtly, then to shy away 
from using descriptive verbs, relying on unnecessary Ambiguity in order to 
mitigate the impact of what’s happening, feels like a backward step in the 
portrayal of serious issues in a game aimed at a mature audience. The reason 
for choosing to do so is unknowable, but the impact is undeniable. The 
Context of the situation could be made more clear by overtly naming the 
circumstances – circumstances that, as the writers were brave enough to 
include them, would only have benefited from an appropriately mature 
approach. 
 
Forced Silence 
The final aspect that is not addressed by the available dialogue options 
is the reason the player might have for accepting Vaughan’s bribe. Far from 
the amount of money – which, as Soris says and the player has already 
experienced, is a considerable amount – Vaughan threatens to purge the 
Alienage where all the elves live. At separate points he threatens that, “…the 
streets of the city will run red with elven blood…” and “…your pigsty of an 
alienage will be burned to the ground…” (BioWare, 2009). Given the Context 
of this decision, it doesn’t seem to be a decision at all – everyone the player 
character knows lives in the alienage, including her father, Cyrion. 
However, the only options are to accept the money, or kill Vaughan 
and deal with the consequences. This ignores the tacit agreement in 
Vaughan’s argument that suggests that if the player takes the money, 
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Vaughan will spare everyone in the Alienage. Unfortunately, as the player 
will discover, the Alienage is doomed either way, least of all because 
Vaughan is not only a kidnapper and a rapist, but a liar as well. 
The supposition that the player only took Vaughan’s bribe for the 
money, and for no other reason, would be destructive by itself. However, 
this assumption also directly relates to the end of the game, when the player 
returns to the Alienage. Shianni is directly accusing and Soris is an outcast; 
yet the player is not allowed to rebut the assumption that she left Shianni to 
be raped out of greed, or to explain the reasoning behind the decision she 
made at the beginning of the game. The player is rendered mute through 
lack of Agency, and considered to be a selfish person when she may have 
been aiming, instead, for the option that supported the greatest good. 
A storyline that is too specific, in a direction the player did not intend, 
can ruin immersion (Murray, 1997). Shianni may still hate the player for 
leaving her to be raped, but she should not assume the player did so for the 
money – money which, to add insult to injury, the player did not even 
receive. The negative consequences of that original choice also include other 
characters – Soris dislikes the player and has had to live the life of an outcast, 
which could still be true, as the purge of the Alienage still occurred and he 
would still have been blamed for inciting it. However, if the player-character 
is male, and his fiancée was one of the women he left to be raped, he will find 
out that Vaughan killed her, which seems unnecessarily harsh given the 
player’s possible alternative motive. It seems that Lack of Judgement was not 
applied – that the player is assumed to have a motive of greed, rather than 
one of altruism. 
In short, there is nothing positive about the pragmatic path at present. If 
there was no option to save the Alienage and the people in it, Vaughan 
should not have been playing the role of unreliable narrator, even if the 
developers considered his ruse to be clear. Ambiguity should not have been 
applied to his offer. Players of Dragon Age would likely trust that what a 
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character says to them is the truth, at least in circumstances such as this 
introductory tutorial when they still don’t fully comprehend how the rules of 
this imaginary world work. It can feel, instead, that Deus Ex machina is at 
work, and that the player’s choices were inconsequential – a sense which 
undermines player Agency and decreases enjoyment (Murray, 1997). 
It would have been more accurate, in this circumstance, to apply 
Ambiguity equally. Vaughan outright lies by being ambiguous in his 
wording. This tactic could therefore also have been applied to Shianni’s and 
Soris’ reactions: if their responses were ambiguous, accusing the player for 
leaving them behind or making a poor decision respectively, but not 
speculating on motive, the outcome could have maintained Agency. 
However, as the situation stands, the player is accused of a crime she may 
have committed for different reasons than those supposed, and is unable to 
defend herself. Such a breach of Ambiguity and Agency creates a disconnect 
between the player and her character, since she is unable to act in the way 
that she wants to – and, ultimately, she is punished for her silence. 
 
5.4.5 Reflections on the analysis of Dragon Age’s branching dialogues 
As a series of complex branching dialogues intended to interact with 
the player’s in-game actions, Dragon Age: Origins can lay claim to a 
substantial record of critical success (BioWare, 2009). Released two years 
after Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), Dragon Age shows a marked improvement 
in understandings related to Agency, Ambiguity, and Context. While it is 
still possible to criticise Dragon Age for not employing Lack of Judgement, the 
judgments made in the service of an intended narrative appear to be in order 
to maintain authorial control and tell a coherent story, rather than being used 
as a device to punish players who deviate from the game’s expectations. 
Dragon Age’s ability to make the player feel as though she has Agency – 
whether this is true or not – is borne out by its critical reception, in which the 
predetermined aspects of the narrative are rarely criticised. 
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In terms of this exegesis and its central question – whether it is possible 
to separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply critique – 
Dragon Age reveals several tacit assumptions within the conversations 
analysed: 
 Invisibly tailoring the conversation to the Context of the player’s 
emotional preferences (on the small scale) is worthwhile; 
 Directly opposing dialogue options that show disparate emotional 
states should not be displayed simultaneously, the better to 
maintain player character consistency; 
 Placing information within the available dialogue options saves 
time on exposition and creates a player character who is not a 
stranger within her own world; 
 Ambiguity coupled with smaller, more specific lead-in lines allows 
for conversational threads to be drawn back together with less 
cognitive dissonance for the player; 
 The player’s emotional engagement with the game is shown by her 
taking a longer path through the dialogue; 
 Emotional engagement within conversations should be rewarded; 
 Small lapses in conversational logic go largely unnoticed5; 
 Dialogue options written for a male player character can be 
transposed onto a female player character with no changes made; 
 The game’s intended maturity rating should be taken into account 
when making word choices within dialogue; 
 Telling a coherent story can trump the player’s Agency in specific 
circumstances. 
                                                 
5 Although this assumption is based on the structure of the conversation with Duncan and 
Valendrian, it is possible that such lapses were entirely unintentional. 
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As stated previously, it is when looking at these assumptions in tandem 
with those from the other games analysed within this exegesis that their 
value becomes apparent. This reconciliation will take place in section 5.7 
(p. 138). 
 
5.5 THE ELDER SCROLLS V: SKYRIM 
5.5.1 Introduction 
The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (2011) is a first-person roleplaying game by 
Bethesda Game Studios, the latest in the critically-acclaimed line of video 
games within the Elder Scrolls franchise. Like Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 
2009), it is set in a fantasy world and has a number of races (e.g. Elf, Human, 
Orc, etc.) and classes (e.g. Rogue, Wizard, Fighter, etc.) for the player to 
choose from. Also similar to Dragon Age is the fact that the player’s character 
in Skyrim is an Avatar – that is, an empty shell that speaks to non-player 
characters within the game world via on-screen text selection. The dialogue 
is relayed exactly as written, and the non-player characters respond as if the 
player’s avatar had spoken, despite the player character having no recorded 
lines of dialogue. 
The introductory story follows briefly: 
The player awakes in a cart on her way to be executed. Although innocent, 
they were captured with men from the Stormcloaks, a rebel group fighting 
against the Imperials who hold power. As the player is about to be executed, 
however, a dragon attacks, creating chaos. The player escapes and makes her 
way to a nearby town where she discovers she is Dragonborn, and that she 
has an important destiny to fulfil. 
Unlike Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) and Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), 
however, and as previously discussed in section 4.4 (p. 61), Skyrim contains 
an atypical dialogue system, in that the player can exit most conversations at 
any time by pressing the Tab key (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). The 
dialogue system is also notable for this era of roleplaying games, because of 
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its return to an earlier form of a simple question-and-answer format for its 
branching dialogue – essentially using conversation as a form of optional 
exposition or a way to determine whether or not the player is listening, 
rather than as a method of advancing the storyline. As such, the conversation 
architecture – that is, how the conversation is linked together to create a 
whole – is necessarily flat in many instances, with choices that are similar to 
Mass Effect’s ‘Investigate’ option, but without the inclusion of a definable 
beginning or end point to the conversation’s narrative arc (BioWare, 2007). 
As such, while there are several key conversations within the first 
mission of Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) – here defined as the 
section leading the player to the temple known as High Hrothgar – few of 
them include what can be defined as branching dialogue, i.e. dialogue that 
follows different paths depending on the player’s input and results in a 
feeling of Agency. As such, no one conversation in this opening sequence 
bears analysis, though three aspects of the system itself are worthy of 
examination. 
5.5.2 General Conversations 
There are several consistencies within the dialogue system that are 
present throughout the dialogues encountered during the opening sequence. 
They will serve to give an overview of the systems employed, and act as a 
method by which Skyrim may be compared to its contemporaries (Bethesda 
Game Studios, 2011). 
 
Repeated Options 
Within Skyrim, the majority of dialogue options may be accessed at any 
given point during a conversation (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). Under the 
system in place, few dialogue options are ever lost – they are merely recycled 
to the root of the conversation – the point of entry – once they have been 
unlocked. As an example, one of the first conversations the player may have 
is with Hadvar, an Imperial soldier who helped the player escape the dragon 
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attack. Speaking with him is not technically necessary – following him will 
result in him calling out the majority of the dialogue available inside the 
conversation, albeit in a monologue, rather than as an exchange.  
What this conversation establishes, however, is that any dialogue 
options which look like choices are not. In the case below, both options – 
“Who are the Stormcloaks?” and “How did you capture Ulfric?” are 
available immediately after this branch of the conversation ends, either to be 
repeated, or to be selected for the first time, depending on the player’s 
previous choice. New options are written in white text, while those options 
the player has previously accessed are rendered in grey, to minimize their 
visibility. 
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Figure 5.13. Two screenshots from The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) 
showing that the options in the upper panel are repeated immediately afterward in the 
lower panel. 
The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim ® © 2011 ZeniMax Media Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
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What the recycling of dialogue options means is that no conversation is 
ever truly lost, unless it wouldn’t have advanced the narrative. For example, 
when the player presents herself to Jarl Balgruuf in order to report on the 
appearance of the dragon, she is offered two options: 
 
Jarl Balgruuf: “So. You were at Helgen? You saw this dragon with 
your own eyes?” 
 
Player choices: 
o “Yes. I had a great view while the Imperials were trying to cut 
off my head.” 
o “The dragon destroyed Helgen. And last I saw it was heading 
this way.” 
 
Selecting Option 1 (the critical path) results in Option 2 becoming the 
first option when the next choice is available: that is, the game directs the 
player toward the answer it wants her to give. She must click on both options 
in order to continue the story, because the first option is technically 
character-building, and not plot progression.  
Similarly, after the player has killed her first dragon and returned to 
Jarl Balgruuf, her report includes three options: 
 
o “The watchtower was destroyed, but we killed the dragon.” 
o “Turns out I may be something called ‘Dragonborn.’” 
o “I killed the dragon. I think I deserve a reward.” 
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Choosing Option 3 leads to a new choice, in which Option 2 is now Option 1: 
 
o “Turns out I may be something called “Dragonborn.”” 
o “When the dragon died, I absorbed some kind of power from 
it.” 
 
Choosing Option 1 leads to the next choice, in which Option 2 has once again 
become Option 1: 
 
o “When the dragon died, I absorbed some kind of power from 
it.” 
o “That’s just what the men called me.” 
 
This kind of cascading effect, while ostensibly providing Agency by 
allowing the player the ability to ask whatever questions she may wish to, 
undermines Context by presenting the same choices repeatedly. It is worth 
noting that Option 1 in the first of the exchanges above – alerting the Jarl to 
the fact that one of his watchtowers has been destroyed – is not repeated. It 
has disappeared because it was deemed unnecessary information. Thus the 
Agency implied is only illusory – the player can no more choose to add this 
pertinent information to the conversation later on than she can choose not to 
follow the intended path if she wishes to advance the main storyline.  
The concern is not that the illusion of choice is only illusion, but that its 
illusory nature is openly visible to the player. Being able to see that one’s 
choices do not matter is antithetical to Agency, in that the player’s choices 
must have an impact on the world, and be non-trivial, in order to be 
considered to provide Agency (Handler-Miller, 2010a). Making the system 
behind Skyrim’s (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) branching dialogues explicit 
renders them less powerful than they might otherwise have been, had the 
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system made appropriate use of Ambiguity and Context to provide a more 
cohesive (and less transparent) narrative experience. 
 
Lack of Inflection 
An aspect of the above dialogue examples that may also be apparent is 
their use of tonal Ambiguity. The player character seems to have little 
opinion on the events that have passed, save for selected options in which 
she may choose to be snide (such as when reporting to Jarl Balgruuf, above).  
However, this offering of an alternate tone – other than the usual 
factual/neutral tone employed by the majority of the dialogue – is provided 
inconsistently. For example, after the player absorbs her first dragon soul, the 
skies boom with thunder as the Greybeards call her to High Hrothgar which, 
at this moment, is only so much nonsense. The game has yet to provide a 
Context for these words – Greybeard, High Hrothgar, etc. Yet when the 
player arrives in the temple atop the mountain, she is not able to ask 
questions. Instead, she is asked why she has come. Her only options for 
response are: 
 
Arngeir: “I am Master Arngeir. I speak for the Greybeards. Now tell 
me, Dragonborn, why have you come here?” 
 
Player choices: 
o “Who are you? What is this place? 
o “I want to find out what it means to be Dragonborn.”  
o “I’m answering your summons, Master.” 
 
It seems that in this circumstance, when one is completely ignorant of 
the events taking place and the people one is speaking to, a reasonable 
answer to a summons would be, “You tell me.” However, this line would 
imply a level of disobedience, or at least disrespect. The issue here is that, 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 123 
 
because of the lack of inflection within the dialogue options above – the 
emotional Ambiguity – disrespect may already be inherent to the exchange, 
or it might not. The player is unable to gauge her character’s intended 
interaction with the world before she selects it, and must wait to see the 
consequences of her arbitrary choice.  
While the lack of paraphrasing of non-voiced avatars usually allows for 
clarity between the player and her character (because her words are relayed 
exactly as written), the Ambiguity of these phrases does not provide the 
necessary Context for their tone. The player character may know enough 
about the Greybeards to respect them, but the player need not; it is possible to 
reach the mountaintop without ever hearing a word of dialogue pertaining 
to who these people are or what they do. The player’s own Context of the 
situation (i.e. her status as outsider and subsequent ignorance of world-based 
lore) has been ignored in favour of maintaining a coherent narrative, for if 
she were disrespectful in these circumstances, she would die. 
This application of forced politeness implies an absence of Lack of 
Judgement. The player’s options are limited, it seems, because she cannot be 
trusted to behave in the required manner. As mentioned previously in the 
analyses of Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) and Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 
2009), it is the writer’s job to ensure that the conversation options provided 
cannot deviate so far from the intended path as to break the flow of 
narrative. However, providing several flavours of information-gathering, 
rather than allowing the player to break the narrative, is not a solution to this 
problem. If the narrative may be broken by a single conversation, it is more 
pertinent to establish the Context for why this is so.  
In this case, providing the player with the option to be disrespectful, 
but warning her when she chooses that path, and including gameplay 
consequences if she continues, would have been an approach that increases 
Agency. Removing the player’s option to choose her attitude reduces Agency 
by implying that what she has to say is meaningless, as every option can be 
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re-accessed and her choices are too visibly irrelevant. Limiting her choices to 
only those that advance the plot is a manifestation of the player’s 
disempowerment, because although her actions may affect the world, her 
words, opinions, and preferences do not. 
 
Clarity of Purpose 
Where Skyrim exceeds the approaches of its contemporaries, however, 
is in allowing the player the right to fail (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). 
While this may sound like a negative aspect, it comes in comparison to the 
Charm and Intimidate options from Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), or the 
Coercion system of Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009), both of which must 
be accessed via the game’s skill system before they may be employed in 
conversation. In Skyrim, and in the Elder Scrolls series in general, the player 
is able to advance any skill in the game by practicing it: and, most usually, by 
failing (Bethesda Game Studios). For example, the player is presented with 
the following dialogue upon first arriving at Whiterun to warn Jarl Balgruuf 
of the dragon’s attack: 
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Figure 5.14. A screenshot from The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) 
showing multiple skill-based options for the player to select from. 
The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim ® © 2011 ZeniMax Media Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
 
In this scenario, the choices are clearly labelled, and run as follows: tell 
the truth, be persuasive, bribe the guard, or attempt to intimidate him. While 
an early example, and therefore unlikely to have a different outcome to 
simply telling the truth, it establishes a key expectation on the player’s behalf 
– that alternate options are available and will be clearly flagged. Similarly, 
selecting one of these alternate options reveals that the chosen skill will level 
up based on the player’s use of that skill, thus revealing a core mechanic of 
conversations to come and alerting the player to the fact that she may later 
assign skill points to enhancing – but not levelling up – these traits.  
This combination of in-game level advancement through practice via 
alternate dialogue options (which are themselves clearly delineated) plays 
directly into Agency, by allowing the player complete control and 
understanding over her approach to any given situation. While the simulated 
dice roll behind the system may contribute some randomness, experienced 
players will be aware of the possibility for failure. However, the 
punishments for failure are usually minor, while the rewards for success can 
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be great. Thus, by providing a low-risk situation in which the player may 
attempt to increase her in-game skills, via an explicitly labelled, optional 
interaction, she can feel the sense of control so integral to Agency and 
immersion, even though she is powerless to influence the actual outcome 
(Murray, 1997). 
 
5.5.3 Reflections on the analysis of Skyrim’s branching dialogue system 
As an attempt to provide a streamlined narrative that the player may 
exit or return to at any point, The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim implemented several, 
often unused, ideas in the field of interactive narrative (Bethesda Game 
Studios, 2011). It did so by combining a majority of its narrative elements 
with game design and user interface support – the game is designed to be a 
free-roaming, open world adventure and, as such, never forces the player to 
follow the critical path.  
Similarly, the player never needs to listen to any particular conversation 
beyond the opening cinematic, because the in-game compass will be updated 
with ongoing quests and new places to explore during the course of her 
wanderings. Certain quests are only able to be accessed by first finding the 
person responsible for requesting them; however, the game also makes 
effective use of the player’s time by allowing her to immediately hand in 
quests she may already have completed by exploring the world around her.  
In terms of this exegesis and its central question – whether it is possible 
to separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply critique – 
Skyrim reveals several tacit assumptions made during the production of its 
narrative: 
 Time the player spends travelling can be used to provide 
information as non-interactive narration; 
 This information should come from the conversation the player 
could have had, and should be displayed as accessed once heard, 
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should the player decide to engage the character in conversation 
later; 
 No information-gathering dialogue option should be removed, 
even after being accessed; 
 The player should be able to exit any given conversation at any 
given point in time, without repercussion; 
 Character- or world-building dialogue choices that don’t advance 
the story should be removed if not chosen, in order to guide the 
player to the critical path; 
 Leading the player to a diminishing set of choices will serve the 
same purpose; 
 Limiting the player to variation upon the same choice (i.e. non-
choices) in order to ensure a specific outcome is acceptable; 
 Telegraphing exactly what the player’s choices are is desirable, but 
only as relates to skill-based conversation challenges; 
 Skill points should enhance, but not make available, skill-based 
challenges; 
 The player should be able to skip every dialogue and still complete 
the game. 
Whether these assumptions are common to other video games of the 
roleplaying genre will be explored in section 5.7 (p. 138); for now, the 
analysis both continues and concludes with a look at Deus Ex: Human 
Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011). 
 
5.6 DEUS EX: HUMAN REVOLUTION 
5.6.1 Introduction 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution is a roleplaying stealth action game by Eidos 
Montreal (2011). The player takes the role of Adam Jensen, an ex-special 
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forces cop turned private security agent. Like Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), 
Deus Ex is set in a science fiction universe, albeit one based more closely on 
modern-day Earth. Also similar to the player’s character in Mass Effect 
(BioWare), Adam Jensen is an actor; that is, while the player chooses 
paraphrases of his lines, he will continue to talk without the player’s input, 
and has a personality of his own. 
The introductory story follows briefly: 
Adam is lethally wounded in the opening sequence of the game while 
attempting to stop a security breach of the top-secret cybernetics research lab 
he protects. He is rebuilt using cybernetic prostheses, or augments. During 
his next mission, he discovers a desperate man holding a woman hostage. It’s 
up to Adam to save her. 
 
Figure 5.15. A screenshot from Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) showing 
the introductory segment of the hostage situation that comprises the first true branching 
conversation of the game. 
 
It is at this point that Deus Ex, in terms of its branching dialogue 
structure, deviates from the other titles analysed in this exegesis (Eidos 
Montreal, 2011). There is an element of randomness, in addition to an in-built 
scoring system, that determines which lines of dialogue the player will hear. 
Even if she replays the conversation, choosing the exact same options at the 
exact same time, there is a chance that the conversation will be different. For 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 129 
 
the purposes of this exegesis there is only one conversation available for 
analysis, but it will serve to illustrate the key mechanics that are present 
throughout the rest of the game. 
 
5.6.2 Conversation Structure 
From the outset, the conversation structure seems reasonably simple. At 
three points during the interaction, the player must make a choice. There are 
always three choices. However, beyond that point, the conversation 
architecture becomes more complex. 
In response to each of the player’s three options, the non-player 
character, Zeke, has between six and nine options of his own. Which one he 
chooses depends on how the conversation is progressing. If the player has 
made a connection with Zeke, he will choose a more positive response. If the 
player has angered him, he will choose a more negative response. And, if the 
player has chosen a response that doesn’t sway the argument one way or the 
other, Zeke will remain uncommitted. The player’s ‘empathy score,’ or how 
convincing her argument is, is aggregated over the course of the 
conversation, giving a real sense of argument – the player is selecting the 
approach she thinks best, and Zeke is replying to her tactics based on his 
own personality. The outcome is an organic process that feels more 
emotional than logical: in short, the interaction feels human. 
 
Context 
As described above, the dialogue system listens to the player’s choice 
and scores it based on its appropriateness as a response to what Zeke has 
said – that is, the emotion he has expressed. If, for example, Zeke has 
expressed despair in a line such as, “Trapped in here by the cops and my 
only option is to take a hostage – how screwed up is that, huh?!” the player 
has three ways she can approach the situation.  
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o Humble: “You were played for a fool. You led your people into 
a trap, and now you’re on the verge of getting yourself killed. 
Unless you let her go!” 
o Reason: “You just think taking a hostage is your only way out 
of here! You’re so committed to that tactic you’re not seeing any 
other solution. Let her go.” 
o Empathize: “You’re doing better than you think. You’re a [war] 
vet, so I know you’ve got the balls to handle this. You don’t 
need the civilian to get you out of here.” 
 
Humbling Zeke at this moment is unlikely to get him to agree with the 
player – he already feels bad about the situation, and himself. Likewise, 
attempting to reason with someone on the verge of a psychotic break is not 
an ideal approach. The most appropriate option, and the one that will give 
the player a chance to access the most favourable outcome, is to empathize 
with Zeke – to tell him the situation isn’t his fault, even if the player may 
think otherwise.  
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The provided approaches are tacitly linked to the Context of who the 
player is – in Deus Ex, she is Adam Jensen, ex-special forces, and a trained 
negotiator (Eidos Montreal, 2011). The Context of Adam’s prior experience 
with other hostage situations – experience the player likely doesn’t share – is 
established in the opening lines of the dialogue, when Zeke is already 
holding Josie at gunpoint:  
 
Adam: “You know I can’t let you go with her.” 
Zeke: “Stand down, Hanzer! I told you – stand down, or this bitch is 
dead!” 
Adam: “Bullshit. You’re bigger than that – you don’t kill civilians.” 
Zeke: “Damn right – I’m a decorated vet, and I won’t be jerked 
around. I need to find out who’s behind this, and right now the boss 
lady is my only ticket out of here.” 
Adam: “Listen to me – whatever’s going on, it’s big. You’ve got a 
better chance of getting to the bottom of it if you work with me. But I 
can’t do a thing until you let her go.” 
 
During this interchange, Adam is calm and in control of the situation, in 
direct opposition to what the player may be feeling. The Context of his tone – 
the implication that he’s done this before – is reflected in what he says, and 
in the approaches that are made available to the player, as noted earlier. This 
is in direct contrast to the conversations in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 
(Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) where, since the player has no past and can 
be anyone, the dialogue options are broad and ambiguous. In Deus Ex (Eidos 
Montreal, 2011), using an actor to provide a sense of competence in unusual 
tasks is key to maintaining invisible authorial control over the direction of 
the narrative, and in providing a sense of safety for the player: essentially, 
she can focus on the outcome of her actions, as opposed to the player 
character’s, because she has faith that all of the options provided are viable 
choices (Yellowlees-Douglas, 2000). 
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Similarly, although the player originally has three choices before 
entering the dialogue – let Zeke escape, shoot him, or try to negotiate with 
him – once the dialogue has begun, she is committed to her course of action. 
If the negotiation is going poorly, she may not then draw her gun and shoot 
Zeke. If she chooses the option to shoot him originally, she does not get the 
chance to reason with him. And if she allows him to escape, escape he does, 
and the player is left to deal with the consequences. Context is maintained by 
ensuring that a logical flow of events is adhered to, and by clearly 
establishing the boundaries of expected outcomes prior to the player making 
her first choice. 
 
Agency 
As the outcomes for the player’s choices are clearly telegraphed – 
within reason – a sense of Agency is maintained. The player knows that Zeke 
has a weapon aimed at Josie’s head. She also knows that a S.W.A.T. team is 
manoeuvring into position to shoot Zeke if she fails. What the player doesn’t 
know is whether the S.W.A.T. team is in place yet – or what Zeke will do if 
she draws her weapon. Likewise, while the player may have faith in her 
ability to negotiate with him, and may even assume it is impossible to fail 
since this is the first conversation-based ‘battle’ encountered within the 
game, she is sure of neither of these things. This sense of uncertainty, 
combined with enough information to make reasonable assumptions, forms 
the basis of Agency; that is, the basis of our interactions with everyday 
events. 
However, along a similar vein, there are moments of anti-Agency: for 
example, if the player chooses to let Zeke escape with Josie, Josie is the one 
killed by the S.W.A.T. team, while Zeke escapes. If the player chooses to fight 
him, Zeke’s first act will be to shoot Josie in the head, although this can be 
averted by players who have fast reflexes. And, perhaps most interestingly of 
all, if the player manages to convince Zeke to let his hostage go, Adam will 
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allow Zeke to leave, without the player’s input. In this circumstance, the 
S.W.A.T. team is not yet in place – Zeke safely escapes and the player must 
then endure criticism for letting him get away.  
The outcome of this mingling of Agency and anti-Agency is thus a more 
complex simulacrum of real-life events than the choice dialogues analysed 
elsewhere in this exegesis. In Mass Effect, for example, the player may punch 
Dr. Manuel, but see no visible in-game effects, apart from other non-player 
characters being wary of her because of her increased Renegade score 
(BioWare, 2007). In Dragon Age: Origins, the player may choose to take 
Vaughan’s bribe, but not be confronted with the outcome of her actions until 
the end of the game (BioWare, 2009). And in Skyrim, the player’s dialogue 
choices have no bearing on the narrative of the game, only whether that 
narrative continues or not (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). 
The difference with Deus Ex, then, seems to come from the magnitude 
of the choices available within the dialogue system (Eidos Montreal, 2011). In 
the situation with Zeke, there are limited outcomes: Zeke escapes, Zeke is 
captured, someone dies, or some combination thereof. While deceptively 
simple when listed, each of these outcomes has inbuilt repercussions, and 
carries a sense of gravity: there are no trivial choices, and this non-triviality is 
the key ingredient in a player’s sense of Agency (McMahan, 2003). Thus, 
despite the apparent lack of Agency in some outcomes – such as Adam 
allowing Zeke to escape, for example – an overall sense of Agency is 
maintained by making those moments trivial. The player may not have input, 
but her input is not required: the choice is essentially not important enough 
for the player to agonise over, so Adam (or the game itself) makes a decision 
for her. 
 
Lack of Judgement 
One reason that the above combination of trivial and non-trivial 
moments works is because Deus Ex applies appropriate Lack of Judgement 
Leanne C. Taylor-Giles -- Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems 
 
134 – Creative Industries, QUT – Chapter 5: Conversation Analyses 
 
(Eidos Montreal, 2011). While the player’s choices are recorded, and inform 
which of the twelve possible endings she is able to experience, they do not 
define or limit her actions. Her motivations are not assumed or scrutinised. 
Other non-player characters in the world simply have opinions and, just as in 
the real world, these vary. Allowing Zeke to escape will result in members of 
the S.W.A.T. team berating the player for doing so. Rescuing all of the 
hostages, including Josie, will brand the player a hero. Allowing them to die 
will result in optional dialogues accusing the player of not acting fast 
enough, and will change the in-game newspaper report to one describing the 
‘massacre’ that took place at the plant.  
However, beyond the immediate implications and resultant quest-
related compensation, the player is neither punished nor rewarded. Her 
actions at the plant become part of larger events – not forgotten, but not 
constantly referenced, either. The same is true for other interactions within 
the game’s framework – as long as the player is willing to deal with the 
clearly-telegraphed consequences of her actions, the game won’t punish her. 
It is possible to slaughter every person inside the Detroit Police Department 
and see it reported in the local newspaper, but the player doesn’t need to fear 
being hunted down later in the game because of her actions. Similarly, she 
can treat those around her with kindness and mercy without fear of being 
stabbed in the back – a situation that is surprisingly rare in contemporary 
roleplaying games. The emphasis is on the player’s reaction to her choices, 
rather than the game’s reaction to them; the only difference between the 
twelve available endings is how the player feels about them, because the 
outcome of her choice is never truly revealed.  
This places much more onus on the player to be aware of her actions, 
rather than allowing an inbuilt morality system to determine whether she’s 
‘good’ or ‘bad.’ Personal reflection allows her the freedom to consider, in a 
real way, the hidden consequences of the choices she makes, and the kind of 
morality those choices represent. Her understanding of those choices can be 
enhanced by the opinions of the in-game characters, but the opinions 
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provided are varied, and no one voice is clearly ‘correct.’ This, essentially, is 
the surrendering of authorial control inherent to writing video game 
dialogue, manifested in the player’s ability to choose not whether she wants 
to feel what the game is attempting to make her feel, but how she wants to 
feel about herself. 
 
Ambiguity 
Understandably, the theme of Ambiguity is replicated throughout the 
conversation structure, just as it is with the rest of the game. As the initial 
analysis of the game’s dialogue interface showed, dialogue options are 
arrayed in an unbiased honeycomb grid, which precludes the possibility of 
an easily discernible critical path. This reduces the possibility of authorial 
intent becoming clear and influencing play decisions. However, where 
Ambiguity is both most and least apparent is in the dialogue itself. 
The dialogue system first encountered with Zeke is, as already 
described, more complex than others analysed within this exegesis. Not only 
does Zeke display an emotional state that the player must respond to, the 
options available for him to select from can come after any one of the 
player’s. That is, the game makes use of small lead-in phrases, such as, “That 
sounds reasonable, but I don’t know…” and “Right! Like I need the approval 
of somebody who sold his soul to the biomed industry!” to link between the 
player’s choices and Zeke’s next line. This allows for a greater flexibility in 
Zeke’s available pool of choices, while giving the impression that he’s 
thinking about what the player has said. It is these kind of lead-in lines that 
were used within Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009), and which could have 
been implemented in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), that give these interactions 
their sense of Agency. 
Crucially, the point is this: the player’s available options do not change 
for each playthrough, but all of Zeke’s lines must work with some variation 
of what she chooses. He must sound as if he’s replying, when his reply 
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contains an element of randomness. That means every one of his lines must 
include some element of Ambiguity; but, crucially, each one must hit certain 
critical pieces of information in order to allow the player to advance. Thus 
information about topics such as Zeke’s brother, the fact that the situation is 
a setup, and his need for revenge are covered by every possible path through 
the dialogue, though the emotion of the delivery may vary.  
The point of this Ambiguity is to render a complex system invisible – 
that is, to make the player’s path through the dialogue feel like it is 
responding to her choices. The system accomplishes this by creating a tightly 
constrained system – there are only three dialogue choices per node, and 
only three moments of choice – and then introducing randomness into that 
system.  
Despite this, there are several video guides on Youtube on how best to 
get through the conversation with Zeke in a way that will get him to release 
Josie. However, all of them only address one of the many possible paths 
through the dialogue, and are unlikely to be as helpful as they claim due to 
the inherent randomness of the system’s design. If the player is unable to 
read and respond to Zeke’s emotional state, she is likely to lose, whether 
she’s following a strategy guide or not. 
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5.6.3 Reflections on the analysis of Deus Ex’s branching dialogue system 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution has provided a new benchmark for 
branching dialogues (Eidos Montreal, 2011). The unfortunate fact is that it 
seems they hid their system too well: while some players may have noticed 
the discrepancy on different playthroughs between the dialogue options 
presented, unless they were actively documenting every line of their 
experience, they would not have arrived at an understanding of just how 
complex the system is behind the scenes. Good conversation architecture is 
invisible, just as good writing is invisible: it empowers the player without 
seeming to have any impact at all. 
Thus, in terms of the core question of this exegesis – whether it is 
possible to separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply 
critique – Deus Ex reveals several tacit assumptions made during the writing 
and design processes: 
 Players have an innate sensitivity to exhibited emotional states; 
 Real-world skills, such as active listening and empathy, can be 
applied to an in-game context; 
 Introducing an element of randomness into a usually static system 
results in invisible personalisation of the player’s story and removes 
the possibility of a single ‘right’ path; 
 Providing the player with ‘expertise’ in the form of the player 
character’s available choices and actions is an appropriate and 
invisible method for constraining possible outcomes; 
 The player’s actions should have consequences that can be inferred 
from the Context surrounding each choice; 
 The player should not be presented with the opportunity to be 
inconsistent with her own choices; 
 Moments of choice should be non-trivial; 
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 Trivial choices should be made for the player; 
 Every choice provided should be viable (e.g. killing Zeke is just as 
valid as letting him escape); 
 The game should empower the player to impose her own morality 
on the game world. 
Now that the core tacit assumptions of each game have been identified, 
it is possible to compare them in order to establish whether there are 
common ‘rules’ that can be applied to the critique of writing branching 
dialogues. The identification of these commonalities may represent a step 
toward further understanding of the processes involved, and help to 
establish a basis from which discussion of writing for video games can 
springboard. 
 
5.7 COMMON ASSUMPTIONS RELATED TO BRANCHING 
DIALOGUES 
As previously established, the examination of in-game branching 
dialogues in critically-acclaimed titles can reveal the underlying assumptions 
made during the processes of writing and design. These assumptions, if 
common across several titles, may be relevant to answering the core question 
of this exegesis – whether it is possible to separate branching dialogues from 
their media in order to apply critique.  
The games analysed – Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), Dragon Age: Origins 
(BioWare, 2009), The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), 
and Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011), while ostensibly 
sharing little apart from the fact that they are all critically-acclaimed 
computer-based roleplaying games, represent a cross-section of methods for 
approaching the generation of branching dialogues. Thus, the tacit 
assumptions made during their creation can be considered to be both broad – 
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i.e. not limited to any one particular writer or studio – and commercially 
successful.  
For the purposes of this exegesis, only those tacit assumptions that 
apply directly to branching dialogues have been chosen for further analysis, 
which necessarily discounts several other aspects of writing and design, 
despite their necessity to the overall writing process. Isolating these 
assumptions and examining how they apply to the core values of interactive 
narratives introduced in Chapter 1 may allow for a clearer understanding of 
what it is successful branching dialogues do well, and which areas those 
attempting to write or critique branching dialogues could focus upon. 
For reference, a full table linking the analysed games to each of the 
assumptions made is included in Appendix C. Listed below are five common 
branching-dialogue-related assumptions, distilled to a single sentence. 
 
5.7.1 Ambiguous Lead-ins 
 
Using ambiguous lead-ins to draw threads of dialogue back 
together and to make repeated access of information less noticeable 
will result in more realistic dialogue. 
 
This assumption is evident in both Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) and 
Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), but not in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) or 
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011).  
In Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), the conversation with Cyrion contains 
Ambiguous Lead-ins, in the sense that two different options lead to the same 
piece of dialogue, but with different approaches. This is a repeated tactic 
used throughout the opening sequence to keep the conversations on track, 
while still responding to what the player has said. 
In Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), conversations in which Adam may 
ask for more information, as many times as he likes, are made less repetitive 
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by having different lead-ins for both Adam and the person he is conversing 
with. The addition of lines such as, “I need more info” or “As I was 
saying…” make the conversations more fluid, and more realistic. In addition, 
the Ambiguity of these lines ensures that they can be used for every 
conversation in the game, thus reducing writing and recording time, while 
maintaining a sense of realism. 
By comparison, in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) the conversation after the 
player punches Dr. Manuel could have used Ambiguous Lead-ins to reply to 
what the player had said in her defence, rather than having every option lead 
immediately to the same answer. Ambiguous Lead-ins could also have been 
used in the Investigate option with Navigator Pressly, to acknowledge that 
the player had accessed those options before, or to link them together more 
coherently. 
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) does not make use of Ambiguous 
Lead-ins though, like Mass Effect, accessing the same information repeatedly 
could have been made more realistic. By having the non-player characters 
acknowledge that they were being asked to repeat information, rather than 
providing it verbatim over and over, the world would have seemed more 
coherent and the player would have had a sense of being heard, rather than 
ignored. 
Ambiguous Lead-ins are therefore important in order to maintain a 
sense of a persistent game world, and to make the player feel heard. If 
written to be ambiguous enough, as in Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), they 
can even be reused throughout the game, resulting in a relatively small set of 
phrases that serve to make the entire game experience more believable. 
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5.7.2 Meaningful Choices 
 
Creating meaningful, non-trivial choices within dialogue will 
increase Agency by avoiding non-choices. 
 
This assumption is evident in both Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) and 
Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), may be evident in Mass Effect (BioWare, 
2007), and is not evident in Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011).  
In Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), the player’s decisions within the 
opening scenes will have an ultimate impact on her character’s portrayal 
within the Alienage when she returns to it at the end of the game. On a 
smaller scale, her decision to either murder Vaughan or accept his bribe will 
determine whether she leaves the palace with Shianni or without her: as a 
hero, or as a villain. While she will still ultimately end up joining the Grey 
Wardens, the emotional impact of having rescued Shianni – or having left 
her behind – feels significant during and immediately after the decision is 
made. 
Likewise, in Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), the decision to save or 
sacrifice Josie – and to kill Zeke, let him escape, or try to neutralise him with 
non-lethal force – feels meaningful. This is borne out by the reactions of those 
around the player, events that occur later in the game, and even in the in-
game newspaper, which reports on the player’s mission in different ways 
depending on her decision. 
It is not readily apparent whether or not Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) 
makes use of non-trivial choices. The consequences of the choices presented 
within the opening mission are not immediately evident, nor are there any 
ongoing concerns related to the player’s actions during this timeframe. While 
the emphasis of the game is on small choices having far-reaching 
consequences, none of the decisions within the opening mission are referred 
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to throughout the course of the rest of the game. What is referenced are the 
Paragon or Renegade points the player acquired during her interactions with 
the non-player characters, which contribute to the emotional tone of the 
game in a general way. 
In terms of the branching dialogues presented, Skyrim (Bethesda Game 
Studios, 2011) does not provide any non-trivial choices. While the player’s 
actions may have consequences, her words do not. Dialogue serves only to 
advance the plot, so there can be no wrong answers, which renders every 
choice trivial. 
Meaningful Choices are important to provide a sense of a living and 
consistent world for the player to immerse herself in. Different to simply 
providing consequences, Meaningful Choices supply the player with a 
feeling of Agency, as her influence in the world is both valid and necessary. 
One approach, as evidenced by Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), is to take 
trivial choices out of the player’s hands, so she can focus on the choices that 
will have an impact on the game, rather than undermining her Agency by 
forcing her to make decisions that ultimately do not matter. 
 
5.7.3 Foreseeable Consequences 
 
Foreseeable consequences within branching dialogues make 
choices feel 'real' and non-trivial, thereby increasing Agency. 
 
This assumption is evident in Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), is 
sometimes evident in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), and is not evident in Mass 
Effect (BioWare, 2007) or Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). 
In Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), the player’s choices are always 
clearly, if not overtly, telegraphed. For example, during the opening mission, 
she has the option to attempt to save the hostages, or go straight for the 
military prototype important to her boss. Numerous warnings are given 
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regarding the hostages and their proximity to a bomb; taking too long or 
completing the level before rescuing them will result in their deaths. 
Likewise, if the player chooses to let Zeke escape with Josie, it is with the 
knowledge that a S.W.A.T. team is likely already in place. The consequences 
of each choice are therefore clearly established, sometimes far in advance of 
the actual moment of choice. 
Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) may make use of Foreseeable 
Consequences, but does not do so in every case. For example, in the opening 
mission the player is presented with the option to rescue her cousin and 
friends or to sell them to Vaughan, perhaps in the hope of saving her home. 
Unbeknownst to the player, Vaughan is lying – he intends to have the player 
arrested if she leaves his palace alive. Similarly, the events that take place at 
the end of the game – how the player is treated by both Shianni and Soris – 
are not hinted at until they occur. Both of these elements render the player 
character as someone to whom things happen, rather than as an active player 
in her own destiny, thereby undermining Agency. 
As stated previously, none of the player’s actions within the opening 
mission of Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) have an impact on the rest of the 
game. This makes it difficult to tell whether the consequences of her actions 
are foreshadowed or not. However, the Paragon/Renegade system is 
continuously assigning the player points based on her interactions with 
others, and can result in positive or negative consequences later in the game. 
These consequences can be inferred from the ‘nice’ or ‘naughty’ attitudes of 
dialogue options, but are never explicitly stated before the choice is made.  
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) does not include consequences 
within its branching dialogue system, as any consequences that do occur are 
driven by design or skill challenges, rather than dialogue. It is impossible to 
receive an emotional reaction from a character without first stealing from 
them, lying to them, or shooting them, for example. Dialogue is intended 
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only to advance the plot, and therefore does not contain consequences, which 
renders the inclusion of branching dialogue ineffectual. 
Foreseeable Consequences are important to maintaining Agency so that 
the player does not feel punished by undertaking actions she could not 
comprehend. Closely tied to Context, Foreseeable Consequences allow the 
player to make an informed judgement of her desired direction within the 
game’s narrative, making her an active participant and co-author, rather than 
simply the protagonist. 
 
5.7.4 Tailored Dialogue 
 
Keeping track of the player's approach and tailoring the available 
dialogue options to her personality will result in more coherent 
conversations. 
 
This assumption is evident in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), yet is not 
evident in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), 
or Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011). 
In Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009), as discussed in section 5.4.2 (p. 92), the 
player’s choices within the first dialogue she is presented with have an 
impact on the opening lines of her next dialogue – most notably, the 
difference between being provided with either, “Could we talk about this 
arrangement?” or “No time to talk, Father! I’m getting married!” This subtle 
integration of the player’s attitude into her available dialogue options 
prevents her from seeing opposing choices simultaneously, thus presenting 
her with a more coherent player character than might otherwise be achieved. 
In Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), the conversation with Dr. Manuel and 
Dr. Williams contains a particular example of the lack of application of this 
assumption: the player may introduce herself to the doctors by telling them 
they’re safe, then shortly afterward punch one of them in the head. Had this 
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tactic been applied, player Agency could have been invisibly maintained 
simply by removing the aggressive option if the introductory choice taken 
was one of comfort. 
In Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011), the player’s dialogue options 
have little impact on the world, beyond completing or acquiring quests. 
While she may use persuasive tactics, these are calculated based on dice rolls, 
and do not inherently contribute to the player character’s personality. It is 
worth noting that, due to the factual nature of the dialogue, the player is 
rarely presented with opposing viewpoints or courses of action within the 
branching dialogue system. One could argue this makes for a consistent 
player character. However, as action and consequence are generally dealt 
with outside of the dialogue system – and nothing the player character says 
has any bearing on either action or consequence – this argument is somewhat 
moot. 
In Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), the player is presented with several 
different types of conversations, depending on the number of options she 
may select from. One of the types of conversations available is a binary 
choice, usually between two opposing viewpoints. While the dialogue 
system itself does not take into account the player’s previous choices within 
its presentation of the dialogue, once a course of action is chosen, the player 
is committed to it, providing a more permanent sense of choice than that of 
Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007) or Skyrim. Constraining the player to her chosen 
course of action allows for a sense of coherent and persistent 
characterisation, despite the dialogue options available in some cases falling 
explicitly to opposing sides. 
Tailored Dialogue works well in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) to 
invisibly provide the player with consistent emotional responses to the 
conversations she encounters. The true value of this system is its invisibility: 
the player herself will never be aware of the customization unless she replays 
the game or discusses it with other players, but she will still feel the positive 
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effects of the tailored experience. Importantly, it also removes the possibility 
of the player being inconsistent with her own actions. This results in more 
coherent conversations, as the player is neither trying to reconcile her own 
inconsistent actions, nor are the non-player characters attempting to respond 
to inconsistent characterisation. While this assumption is explicitly evident in 
only one of the four games analysed, it stands out as an element of branching 
dialogue unique to video game writing. 
 
5.7.5 Competence  
 
Ensuring the player character is already an established part of the 
world increases perceived Agency and adds a 'cool factor'. 
 
This assumption is evident in Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), Dragon Age 
(BioWare, 2009), and Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011), but not in Skyrim 
(Bethesda Game Studios, 2011). 
In Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), the player’s character of Shepard is a 
member of the military, and has already attained the rank of Commander 
prior to the beginning of the game, indicating a high level of expertise in her 
chosen field. Her manner and tone of voice when speaking to both her 
superiors and inferiors corresponds with her military experience, and 
influences her approach to the conversations the player may encounter. The 
dialogue options presented provide both characterisation and a sense of 
control, because the character of Commander Shepard knows how to handle 
any given situation within the game world, even if the player does not. Being 
put in an immediate position of authority aids Agency, and enhances the 
willing suspension of disbelief. 
Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) follows a similar mindset and gives the 
player’s character some combat expertise before the game begins. Cyrion, the 
player character’s father, explicitly says, “Your martial training... the 
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swordplay, knives, and whatever else your mother trained you in. Best not to 
mention it to your betrothed.” This implies both that the player character is 
competent with these items, and that this competence is unusual. It also 
establishes the player character as being at odds with the customs of her 
world – customs the player herself is likely to disagree with. Combining the 
external nature of the player and the player character in this manner 
increases immersion by creating a basis for the player character to act out of 
character – that is, to make the decisions the player would want to make, not 
necessarily those that would ordinarily be defined by the world in which her 
character lives. 
As covered in section 5.6.2 (p. 129), Deus Ex (Eidos Montreal, 2011) 
makes use of Adam Jensen’s prior experience as a member of the Special 
Forces and a trained negotiator to put the player at ease during a tense 
hostage negotiation scene. Although the player might have no 
understanding of how best to approach such a situation, Adam knows 
explicitly what to do, and does it without the player’s input or consent. 
Nevertheless, this allows her to focus on the parts of the conversation she can 
understand: responding to Zeke’s emotional state without worrying about 
what, exactly, she should be saying or doing. Providing a Context for 
Adam’s approach renders his control over the player’s actions invisible, by 
acting as an authority in a situation that is designed to make the majority of 
people feel uncomfortable. Thus, providing Adam with a certain amount of 
expertise increases the player’s sense of Agency, rather than diminishing it, 
because his success is her success, regardless of who actually spoke the 
words. 
Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) makes little use of this 
assumption, providing instead an almost entirely blank slate for the player to 
put her own intentions upon. This includes providing dialogue options that 
are specifically bland, presumably in order to allow the player to place her 
own intonation on the choices. However, Agency and the ‘cool factor’ come 
more through gameplay than through dialogue; the player’s character has no 
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knowledge or expertise that the player herself does not possess, thus 
allowing every achievement to belong to the player alone, at the expense of 
characterisation of any kind. 
Player-character Competence is relevant, in that even a character who is 
supposedly an avatar – as in Dragon Age (BioWare, 2009) – can be outfitted 
with a certain amount of past experience that serves as an underlying reason 
for why she, and no one else, is chosen to undertake the epic quest of the 
main storyline. The inclusion of Competence creates a player character who 
is at home in her world, rather than a stranger to it, and for this reason, and 
the purposes of Agency and immersion, it is valuable. 
 
5.8 QUESTIONS ARISING FROM THE ANALYSIS OF ASSUMPTIONS 
These five assumptions about branching dialogues are illuminating. In 
each case, the positive application of the assumption to the video games 
analysed seems to have been of benefit in crafting a narrative that contains 
more Agency and increases immersion. Perhaps more interestingly, The Elder 
Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios, 2011) does not apply any of these 
assumptions to its narrative, and has arguably the least responsive branching 
dialogue system of the games analysed.  
These assumptions, then, have some impact on the viability of 
branching dialogues as related to player engagement and immersion. 
Increasing engagement with the characters and narrative is the intent of 
writing for video games, and thus it stands to reason that finding ways to 
apply these assumptions to existing works – or to determine whether they 
are already present – would be valuable in improving both the crafting and 
understanding of branching dialogues in the contemporary video game 
industry. Through this consideration, it is possible to extrapolate a series of 
questions to serve as an aid for both writers and academics: 
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1. Does the dialogue make use of Ambiguous Lead-Ins to give the 
impression the non-player character is listening to the player’s 
choices? 
2. Are all of the choices within the dialogue equally valid options with 
their own consequences and rewards? 
3. Is it possible for the player to predict and confirm the outcomes of 
her choices from within the dialogue? 
4. Does the dialogue tailor the available options to reflect the player’s 
previous choices, in order to provide her with consistent 
characterisation? 
5. Does the player character have a level of competence in the task 
they are assigned to complete, in a way that will allow them 
credibly to act as a citizen of the game’s world on the player’s 
behalf?  
 
These questions, and others based on the other assumptions listed 
within Appendix C, may serve to allow the examination of narratives within 
branching dialogue systems, in order to better understand both their 
successes and failures. These questions can also be applied to non-game 
narratives with branching aspects, as will be seen in Chapter 6: Reflections 
on Personal Works. 
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Chapter 6: 
eflections on Personal Works 
After completing the analysis of the branching dialogues within 
contemporary commercially successful titles, I turned my attention to my 
own works. Armed with the taxonomy necessary for critique, I attempted to 
apply the four key terms foregrounded by the analysis – Ambiguity, Agency, 
Context, and Lack of Judgement – to an examination of my previous projects. 
However, making my tacit knowledge explicit would require more than 
objective analysis. One of the core requirements of practice-led research is the 
ability to reflect upon one’s own works and, through analysis, grow in 
understanding of one’s own process (Schön, 1983). One may then make this 
understanding explicit to both oneself and others, in order to facilitate an 
improvement in some aspect of the field (Haseman & Mafe, 2009).  
The idea was that, by knowing not only the final outcome of each 
project, but also the intention, my ability to simultaneously analyse and 
reflect would provide insight into the question of this exegesis: whether it is 
possible to separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply 
critique. Such a combination of analysis and reflection would also serve as a 
test of the taxonomy developed during the previous analysis, as I would be 
more fully able to judge the appropriateness of the applied terms by drawing 
on my understanding of works with which I am intimately familiar. 
To this end, I have chosen four branching dialogues from non-affiliated 
projects (i.e. those that were completed in my own time, and not for 
commercial purposes). These examples come from different periods within 
my career – Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) from the beginning, 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) and Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) 
from the middle, and To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) from closer to the 
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current day. Each example illustrates a key tactic or idea that I wanted to 
exploit in terms of the nature of interactivity, and serves to chronicle my 
progress from media-savvy consumer to a game writer working at one of the 
most successful video game companies in the world.  
 
6.1 CECI N’EST PAS UN TITRE (2004) 
 
Figure 6.1. A screenshot of the mockup of Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) intended for 
the online hypertext magazine, dotlit, using a provided (out-of-date) template. 
 
6.1.1 Introduction 
Originally written for QUT’s hypertext magazine, dotlit, in 2004, Ceci 
N’est Pas Un Titre (CNPUT) is a hypertext fiction in the traditional dramatic 
genre of Interactive Fiction. The method of interaction is for the player to 
choose between a series of hyperlinks which will allow the story to unfold. 
CNPUT is a relatively short hypertext fiction, consisting of only 18 pages, or 
lexias, and is also relatively simple, in that it only offers two choices per page 
(Taylor, 2004). 
Hypertext fiction shares some similarities to branching dialogues in 
conventional video games, because it relies on the same method of 
interaction: read and respond. The mindmap that one might create in order 
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to represent the plan for an intended hypertext story is also quite similar to 
the conversation architecture (that is, the overall structure of the interactive 
narrative) generated when one writes a branching dialogue. However, 
hypertext fiction relies on two facets of player interaction that are not best 
applicable to games: the ability to have complete authorial control over the 
whole of the narrative, and a diffused dramatic climax. 
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CNPUT is a simple situation, consisting only of a brief examination of 
one person’s commute to work (Taylor, 2004). The player’s role is to get from 
point A – home – to point B – work – without suffering mishaps along the 
way. This is possible in only one circumstance, as the other pathways lead to 
increasingly bizarre and unlikely scenarios that prevent the player from 
achieving her goal. In this regard, the main defining element of CNPUT lies 
in its randomness. It is intended to be both confusing and surprising, to 
comedic effect, and was designed around this core principle. 
While originally intended for – and fitting firmly into – the Interactive 
Fiction genre, rather than the video game genre, CNPUT follows certain rules 
that apply to both, and signifies an attempt to engender in the player a 
feeling of multiplicity (the sense of being simultaneously more than one 
person; Turkle, 1999). As an early work, it has some design flaws that may 
serve to elucidate the beginning stages of a fledgling writer’s process toward 
a more complete understanding of the role of the player within interactive 
text. 
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) was based in an understanding of 
the intent of Interactive Fiction as exploration – as a medium in which the 
journey is as important as the destination, and where overt signposts are 
unwelcome. CNPUT was an attempt to provide a narrative in which the 
reader simultaneously is all of the characters she meets, while controlling 
only her current viewpoint. The idea was prompted by an interest in the idea 
of multiverses that had not, thus far (to my knowledge), been explored in 
interactive media.  
While the concept may have been well-intentioned, the execution left 
the core idea far from apparent. Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre originally existed as a 
hypertext fiction, meaning it was displayed to the reader as a series of linked 
web pages. For ease of communication, I have reconstructed a version of it in 
Chat Mapper (Urban Brain Studios, 2012) that makes the overall structure of 
the narrative more visible. However, this mindmap version was not available 
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to playtesters of the original work. The process of putting together an 
understanding of the story’s layout from the hypertext alone proved too 
convoluted for the intended audience of my fellow university students 
(Taylor, 2004). As a result, the meaning of the exercise was largely lost, 
because players could neither find a landmark with which to orient 
themselves nor understand what, when viewed holistically, was a 
complicated interweaving of trivial events. 
The conversation architecture is decidedly biased toward the player’s 
failure. The choices – always binary, and an over-simplification of both the 
game dialogues and hypertext narratives already available – are weighted 
toward arbitrary measures of ‘good’ or ‘bad’; there is a recursive loop that 
the player can get stuck in, which will destroy whatever immersion she has 
managed to build for herself; and the narrative is intended to be replayed in 
order for it to create any sense of overall form: that is, with a single 
playthrough, the reader receives only nonsense.  
Nevertheless, there are several key elements of the conversation 
architecture that can serve to elucidate just why this Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre 
(Taylor, 2004) does not engage the player as intended, as well as what could 
have been done to counteract the inherent frustration of the player’s 
experience. 
 
6.1.2 Ambiguity 
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) utilises Ambiguity in only one key 
instance, in the node that the player must always pass through in order to 
reach the end: a point where she will end up in hospital after being injured 
by one of her other selves. The decision to implement this node was twofold 
– to provide a chokepoint for the narrative, in order to stop it from becoming 
too unwieldy, and to play upon the idea of amnesia as a narrative device, 
encountered so frequently in video games (Adams, 2013). Adding a 
chokepoint to the narrative provided a goal to aim for along each of the 
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parallel paths when writing. It also created an interesting intellectual 
challenge, namely that of how to ensure that every accident was related to 
one of the player’s alternate identities.  
However, this ambiguous node also served an unintended purpose: it 
returned the player to the same binary choice, over and over. This decision 
meant that, should she truly wish to experience every option the dialogue 
had to offer, she would see this node no fewer than nine times. 
Coincidentally, the high number of playthroughs required to understand the 
concept behind the narrative also speaks poorly of the conversation 
architecture. Had Ambiguity been applied more liberally, especially in 
providing more than a binary choice at each intersection, it would have been 
far easier to link between nodes that lead in similar directions, and to do so 
invisibly.  
This would have made it less burdensome for the inquisitive player to 
come to understand the intent of the interaction, by allowing her glimpses of 
the other possible paths: that is, having several different ways to approach 
the coffee shop node of the hypertext, for example, would have made getting 
there easier, and yet maintained a sense of consistency. Writing very specific 
answers to very specific options made the task far more difficult, which was 
the reason behind a binary choice system – without Ambiguity, the number 
of required nodes quickly grew beyond reasonable scope. Restricting each 
node to two choices, and linking back to only one chokepoint node, was an 
attempt to better constrain both the writing and the player. Playtesting 
quickly revealed this to be a faulty decision. 
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6.1.3 Agency 
Limiting the number of available choices within each node of Ceci N’est 
Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) almost completely removes any sense of Agency 
the player may manage to build. While she ostensibly has a choice, as stated 
previously, each option was rated either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ within the design. 
Thus, choosing an option is like flipping a coin, and contains the same end 
result of randomness for the player. There is no real choice, only guessing, 
and no real way to gauge the outcome of a choice before selecting it.  
 
Figure 6.2. A screenshot of a vital choice moment within Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004). One of the available options will send the player to hospital, but it is impossible for 
the player to figure out where either option may lead, given the lack of Context. 
 
The lack of Context surrounding the options presented in Figure 6.2 
(”Latte” or “Mocha”) makes them akin to a system of poor paraphrasing: the 
player can only make assumptions based on the information she has been 
provided with, which, in this case, was woefully inadequate. 
However, the information provided was designed to be inadequate. 
CNPUT (Taylor, 2004) was intended to evoke the feeling of exploration 
engendered by more successful hypertext narratives. That it does so poorly is 
a result of inexperience, but the fact that Agency is limited by stylistic design 
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is an important one to address. Hypertext narratives such as Twelve Blue rely 
on the player’s disorientation to drive her continued exploration of the piece 
(Yellowlees-Douglas, 2000); the fragments of the story and the intricacy of 
the abstract interface invite exploration, while perhaps never revealing a full 
or complete narrative. Essentially, in these cases, the story is complete when 
the reader decides it is so (Murray, 1997).  
Following this mindset of player-determined completion, CNPUT 
(Taylor, 2004) was designed to limit Agency in order to take the player on a 
journey into the unexpected, and to provide an ‘Aha!’ moment in which the 
narrative, for her, may be complete. Ideally, that completeness would come 
in the moment when she understands that she is simultaneously every 
character she meets.  
However, the reduction of Agency worked too well to be effective: 
playtesters routinely gave up trying to understand the content after two or 
three attempts, deciding almost universally that the intended result was to 
create nonsense. The reduction of Agency, while supposed to engender a 
feeling of discovery and inevitability, proved too restrictive and 
uncommunicative for the majority of players.  
 
6.1.4 Context 
The sense of frustration experienced by those attempting to understand 
the narrative was not limited to the lack of Agency alone, however. In each 
circumstance, the options available were written to provide as little Context 
as possible. In line with the intention of exploration, the ideal player would 
feel challenged by the opacity of the system, and seek to understand the logic 
of it. In reality, the Context was too unrelated to the core of the narrative to 
have any real bearing on the player’s experience. That is, the choices she was 
asked to make, and the phrasing of those choices, were too far removed from 
any kind of narrative, and gave her no information at all about what the 
consequences might be.  
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While the Context of the available decisions was poorly considered, the 
overall Context of the narrative is one I remain proud of to this day. Other 
hypertext narratives of the time provided worlds for the player to explore, 
but they did not allow her, necessarily, to interact. That is, she was intended 
to discover a pre-existing story, but not always one in which she was an 
active participant. This rankles with the idea of games as systems made for 
interacting with: in games, the player is foremost in the designer’s mind, as 
an ergodic text does not exist without an external reader to give meaning to 
the choices within it (Aarseth, 1997).  
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) was an attempt to reconcile the 
fields of Interactive Fiction and video games. The intention was to create a 
narrative in which the player was of vital importance, but did not realise 
how important she was. The idea was to use the Ambiguity of text-based 
interactivity to remove the Context of the player’s identity from the narrative 
in order to evoke a moment of multiplicity – the feeling of being multiple 
selves. The method for inducing this feeling was to use the player’s Context 
of her own previous experiences with the narrative in order to bring her to 
the intended understanding, a technique that had not, to my knowledge, 
been attempted up to this point. 
The concept of the player being able to view herself from all angles is 
one I have not yet seen replicated elsewhere. In that sense, the idea to take 
advantage of the looseness of the text-based medium is the Context I am 
proud of – not necessarily the Context of the words themselves, but of their 
integration into their intended medium and their reliance upon player 
memory. That the experiment overall was a failure is not up for debate. 
However, the idea of the interrelation between the player and her stored 
memory of events was one that has continued to be of interest, as will be 
seen in the fourth example, To Catch A Killer (see section 6.4, p. 194). 
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6.1.5 Lack of Judgement 
Crucially, the main component that undermined all other aspects of 
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre – Ambiguity, Agency, and Context – was authorial 
Lack of Judgement (Taylor, 2004). Or, rather, the fact that every design 
decision made was judgemental. The decision to include Ambiguity was 
made in order to create an easier task for the writer, not the player, and 
created a punishing state that the player was constantly forced to re-
experience. The decision to reduce Agency in order to foster a sense of 
exploration provided unforeseen consequences and a sense of confusion. 
And the decision to provide the player with as little Context as possible, 
although designed to induce a sense of delighted surprise, arbitrarily 
punished the player for making decisions she could not possibly know the 
‘correct’ answers to. 
Lack of Judgement was noticeably absent from the available choices at 
every step: choosing between a latte and a mocha, choosing to buy a hotdog 
or keep walking, and giving money to a homeless person or acting like a 
pirate are all circumstances the player must navigate. Even I, as the author, 
could not in the present day achieve the ideal outcome on my first 
playthrough, as the secrets behind the design decisions are lost to memory. 
That forgotten arbitrary decisions can lead one to fail at one’s own story is at 
the core of what Lack of Judgement is meant to signify as a term for analysis: 
the understanding that one’s tastes are biased. Ideally, this would then lead 
into an examination of the steps taken to counteract that bias. The decision 
was made, in the case of CNPUT, to be as obtuse as possible, and therefore as 
judgemental as possible, in the hopes of eliciting humour (Taylor, 2004). 
However, whether it succeeds or not is necessarily subjective. 
This judgmental attitude can also be seen in another aspect of the 
conversation’s architecture. Selecting the first option in every binary pair is, 
with the exception of only one circumstance, the path to failure.  
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Figure 6.3. A screenshot of the conversation architecture of Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004) showing a jagged red path that leads to failure at each step (reconstructed in Chat 
Mapper (Urban Brain Studios, 2012) to highlight the branching structure). 
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In some ways, the conversation architecture visible in Figure 6.3 was a 
reaction to the idea of the critical path, which was already prevalent in 
contemporary roleplaying video games. However, in being judgemental of 
the player who would select the first option as a shortcut, I inadvertently 
created a critical path via the second option, since all of the choices presented 
are binary. That this second-choice-critical-path would be invisible to the 
player, who would consider both options to be equally weighted, was 
something to be relied upon. However, relying on the player to be fooled by 
broken versions of the systems she was already familiar with also illuminates 
a significant judgement made by a different kind of authorial intention: the 
judgement of stupidity. 
In essence, CNPUT exists because I wanted to entertain myself (Taylor, 
2004). I did not consider the player when creating an adventure for her to 
embark upon, because I assumed she was irrelevant. Likewise, when I did 
conceive of an audience, I considered that anyone dedicated enough – or 
intelligent enough – would play, understand, and enjoy my biased 
masterpiece. Original feedback, as already stated, was less than receptive to 
this assumption.  
While I have not yet seen a similar experiment along the lines of 
creating a feeling of multiplicity for the player, neither to this day has anyone 
ever figured out the underlying message of CNPUT (Taylor, 2004). To evoke 
my cleverness, I must either exhibit the conversation architecture as in Figure 
6.3 or explicitly explain the purpose of the narrative. Essentially, I placed the 
bar of engagement far too high – by being too judgemental – to allow the 
player in on the joke that was the system she was engaging with. I wanted to 
force her to ‘prove herself’ before she would be allowed access to the point of 
the exercise. In terms of interactive narrative, CNPUT (Taylor, 2004) is the 
second-most judgemental work I have ever written, falling only behind the 
next example up for analysis, Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a; see 
section 6.2, p. 167). 
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6.1.6 Relation of the Text to Key Industry Assumptions 
Having examined Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) in light of the 
four key terms presented above, it is also possible to briefly examine how the 
questions established in section 5.8 (p. 148) may be applied. Answering these 
questions will help to determine a starting point for examining the effect the 
hypertext narrative has on player engagement and agency – whether it is 
easy to become immersed in or not. As CNPUT is a hypertext narrative, and 
not a branching dialogue per se, I have substituted the correct term into each 
of the questions. 
In accordance with the analysis undertaken in Chapter 5, the answer I 
am looking for, to each of the questions below, is an affirmative response. 
 
 Does the dialogue make use of Ambiguous Lead-Ins to give the 
impression the hypertext narrative is listening to the player’s 
choices? 
o No. Each line specifically links to one response, and only one response, 
with no Ambiguity used to temper the number of responses required. 
 Are all of the choices within the hypertext narrative equally valid 
options with their own consequences and rewards? 
o No. The player will be punished for selecting a ‘wrong’ answer by 
being sent to hospital. 
 Is it possible for the player to predict and confirm the outcomes of 
her choices from within the hypertext narrative? 
o No. The choices were intended to be nonsensical, and the outcomes 
opaque. 
 Does the hypertext narrative tailor the available options to reflect 
the player’s previous choices, in order to provide her with 
consistent characterisation? 
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o No. Although some of the responses to the player’s choices are very 
specific, that is because which such a limited number of options, they 
are able to be. Similarly, because no one path links to any other and 
the hypertext narrative is very short, it is not possible to determine 
whether the options are tailored to reflect the player’s choices. 
 Does the player character have a level of competence in the task 
they are assigned to complete, in a way that will allow them 
credibly to act as a citizen of the game’s world on the player’s 
behalf?  
o No. The player character is a normal person, with the same expertise 
in interacting with the world as the player might have. The 
nonsensical situations encountered and the lack of Context further 
undermine the player’s ability to reasonably react to the results of her 
actions. 
 
Thus, with an overall score of 5 negatives, Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre can be seen 
not to adhere to the general assumptions exemplified by the ‘successful’ 
branching dialogues previously examined. 
 
6.1.7 Reflections on the work Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre 
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) fails to engage the player on 
several accounts. First, Ambiguity was incorrectly applied, and only to one 
node, where creating branching by using more ambiguous options would 
have saved both time and effort, and made the narrative more intelligible. 
Second, Agency was directly engineered to be absent, a device that, as shown 
in Chapter 5, is likely to have negative repercussions for the player. Third, 
Context was intended to be applied in the form of the player’s recollection of 
her previous choices, but failed because players were not willing to replay 
the text the requisite number of times. Fourth, Lack of Judgement was 
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directly opposed by creating a narrative in which the author’s personal 
preferences provide the only ‘safe’ route through the story. 
However, the overall use of Context – that is, the idea of applying the 
player’s memories of previous iterations to her current playthrough – is a 
concept that has continued to hold interest for me as a writer. It was the 
direct inciting argument for both Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a; see 
section 6.2, p. 167) and To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010; see section 6.4, p. 194), 
five to six years after I had completed Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004). 
This idea of overarching Context will be examined in further detail below. 
 
6.2 NYPHESNAE’S LABYRINTH (2009) 
6.2.1 Introduction 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) is a single conversation within a 
larger module, or playable game level, called Martyr’s Victory. It is the first 
branching conversation of my own to be analysed within this exegesis. The 
method of interaction with a module is similar to playing a game, in that the 
player has tasks to complete and different characters to speak to, but for the 
purposes of this analysis only a single conversation will be examined. 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth is the most convoluted branching dialogue I have ever 
written, and sits somewhere around 2,700 words (Taylor). 
The premise of the situation is that the player finds herself involved in a 
mystery about which she has insufficient information to make a decision. 
This was intended to subvert the player-as-hero trope by revealing the 
amnesiac nature of game stories – the player’s character has no 
understanding of the situation, and yet is given the power to make life-and-
death decisions. She may kill the villain, Nyphesnae, or the helpless 
survivors, but the story will react the same in either case: by revealing that 
the player had no right to make these decisions. In essence, the purpose of 
the exercise in futility, and a questioning of why the player is assumed to be 
godlike in her ability to discern the “right” course of action. 
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The module, Martyr’s Victory, was developed using the Neverwinter 
Nights/Aurora Toolset. Neverwinter Nights is a Dungeons & Dragons-based 
roleplaying video game that was released in 2002, the understanding of 
which is a requirement for submitting a job application for any writing 
position at its parent company, BioWare. The software allows any person 
who owns Neverwinter Nights to build modules – playable levels, or entire 
games – using the same tools the developers did, and then to play them 
using that same game. However, what the player sees when she experiences 
the modules is a representation of the far more complex back-end editor. In 
terms of branching dialogues, the Aurora Toolset is designed to handle even 
the most intricate demands of a branching dialogue, as can be seen in Figure 
6.4.  
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Figure 6.4. A screenshot of the conversation Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) within the Context of the Neverwinter Nights editor interface (BioWare, 
2002). Blue lines are player lines, red lines are non-player character lines, and grey lines ‘link’ elsewhere in the dialogue. It’s an effective solution for a complex 
problem, of how to display intertwining conversation ‘threads,’ but it can still be difficult to understand which links lead where, as no additional information 
– other than the text being in grey – is provided. 
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The development of Martyr’s Victory, and especially Nyphesnae’s 
Labyrinth, was intended to showcase my understanding of player Agency 
within branching dialogues for a job application I was submitting to BioWare 
(Taylor, 2009a). However, the module overall served a far different purpose 
for my own practice as a writer: it was an exploration of combining excessive 
player Agency within the dialogue system with a complete lack of Agency in 
terms of the overall story arc.  
There are several reasons for this, one of which bears examination. The 
idea of predetermined stories has interested me since I experienced the 
ending to Planescape: Torment (PS:T), a roleplaying video game now 
considered a classic for its use of branching dialogues, meaningful 
consequences, and an ending that completely removes player Agency (Black 
Isle Studios, 1999). Despite the ending of the game being the antithesis of 
Agency, and therefore supposedly going against everything a game should 
be, the overall story of PS:T has been widely hailed as one of the greatest in 
video game history (Carlquist, 2002). I was interested in how these two 
seemingly divergent aspects of video game stories could converge – after all, 
if the ending is predetermined, it would seem the player’s actions are 
meaningless.  
The key ingredient to avoiding a sense of frustration upon the player 
realising her lack of control seems to be inevitability – it has to be possible 
that, from the outset, she could have seen the ruse, had she known what to 
look for. It is then upon the revelation of her defeat that she feels not cheated, 
but outsmarted. The ability of players – including myself – to enjoy the story 
of PS:T either in spite of, or even more because of, its predetermined nature 
was what I wanted to explore within Martyr’s Victory (Taylor, 2009a).  
However, Martyr’s Victory failed in this approach overall by not clearly 
telegraphing the opening conditions which were already set, except by the 
name of the module itself – the name ‘Martyr’s Victory’ was intended to 
imply that the player may only ‘win’ if she chooses to sacrifice herself 
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(Taylor, 2009a). Other information may be acquired by exploring the in-game 
environment, but without requisite knowledge of the Planescape universe 
exhibited in PS:T, the information is largely meaningless (Adams, 1998). The 
player has no ability to feel outsmarted because she was not let in on the 
joke. She can only feel cheated by being denied information: it is a poor 
murder mystery, and one in which none of the possible suspects are revealed 
until the game is already over. 
 
6.2.2 Ambiguity 
Ambiguity in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth is completely absent by design 
(Taylor, 2009a). At this point, I had begun to wonder why game writers 
didn’t do what I considered to be the ‘right’ thing and write dialogue that 
actively changed for each person playing it. Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth was a very 
good education in why that approach is unwise (Taylor). 
The conversation is close to 3,000 words in length, yet the player can 
exit it with 3 clicks of her mouse, by choosing to stab Nyphesnae at the first 
opportunity she gets. I have no idea what the maximum number of choices 
required to navigate through the dialogue could be, because the conversation 
structure is so convoluted that I could not follow it when I was writing it, let 
alone upon reflection. It does not help that I began my exercise without a 
plan except, “Do not link between nodes!”6  
In addition to the complexity of the writing, each node also contains 
scripting to ensure that any dialogue options the player has previously 
accessed are removed from view. This tactic was used extensively to give a 
sense of conversational progression in the original game of Neverwinter 
Nights, which is where the idea came from (BioWare, 2002). Unfortunately, 
the inclusion of scripting renders the conversation evermore opaque, because 
not only would one wishing to analyse its contents need to follow as many 
                                                 
6 A ‘node’ in this case refers to each discrete line of dialogue. The use of the word is made 
more obvious in dialogue charting software such as Chat Mapper, where character lines are 
separated into separate little ‘bubbles’ that are then linked using directional arrows. 
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threads as possible, they would also need to study when those threads 
become available, or disappear. Although I no longer understand the entire 
conversation myself, I remember that, as I wrote it, it was necessary for me to 
ignore every instinct that told me to stop, a circumstance that will be further 
explored in Chapter 8. 
 
Figure 6.5. A screenshot showing Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) within the Context of 
the Neverwinter Nights editor interface (BioWare, 2002). Each of the vertical lines on the left-
hand side leads to another set of 3-4 options for that point of the conversation, meaning that 
for the 17 player choices presented in this view of the editor, there are roughly 32 more off-
screen which are directly related to this particular conversation thread. 
 
Perhaps the best example of lack of Ambiguity in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
is the aforementioned point: that the player is able, at any time, to end the 
conversation by stabbing Nyphesnae in the heart (Taylor, 2009a). This was 
intended as a critique of the video game industry, which normally requires 
killing to achieve a goal. Disappointingly, it only seemed to imply to players 
that killing Nyphesnae was the author’s preferred path.  
Regardless, I wanted to ensure that every possible moment of conflict 
was notable. There are different problems with this approach, but had I 
made appropriate use of Ambiguity, I would have had to write perhaps 5 
variations of this attack, at most. The final version of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
(Taylor, 2009a) contains 23 unique ways in which to stab her, all of which are 
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included in Appendix D as an example of how writing different paths to the 
same goal does not always improve the end result. 
 
6.2.3 Agency 
As previously stated, the goal of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth was to allow the 
player complete Agency (Taylor, 2009a). It is unfortunate, then, that at the 
time I did not understand that Agency is, in Murray’s terminology, “the 
satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our 
decisions and choices.” (1997, p. 126). Likewise, I did not understand that 
Agency comes from a feeling of control, of immersion, and of engagement 
with the world (Murray). My primary method for showing that the player 
had absolute control over her actions – being able to stab Nyphesnae at any 
point in the conversation – undermined all of these aspects by being too 
transparent. It attempted to tell the player, “Look! You have absolute 
freedom!” when, in fact, the opposite was true. 
As also stated previously, while it may be impossible to calculate the 
number of potential paths through the dialogue, the apparent Agency of 
‘unlimited’ options is undermined by the presence of only 4 outcomes. The 
player can stab Nyphesnae, agree to kill Sularin instead, take a magic crystal 
back to town, or goad Nyphesnae into attacking her, at which point the 
player will most certainly die. Each of these options also feeds into only a 
limited number of outcomes. In all, 3 possible endings are available, but none 
of them are predictable, and all of them rob the player of her Agency – that 
is, the feeling that she is having a meaningful impact on the world.  
Agency is therefore more than simply showing the player she has a 
freedom to express herself. For Agency to be present, the player’s choices 
must matter (Adams, 2013). Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth, by design, counteracted 
this feeling in order to make a statement of its own (Taylor, 2009a). 
Essentially, it subverted the player’s right to make a difference by making the 
explicit nature of her powerlessness the punchline of the experience (Adams, 
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2009). The ending was intended to incite a feeling of rage, at which, it would 
seem from feedback, it was vastly successful.  
However, because the removal of Agency was handled poorly – the 
mystery was not a mystery, but instead a predetermination of events the 
player had happened to stumble into – it was neither memorable nor 
effective. The removal of Agency did not have the intended effect, because 
the module laughed at the player for being tricked by clues that were either 
not present or very difficult to discover, rather than using the story to make a 
broader statement about the nature of futility.  
 
6.2.4 Context 
Futility, while the ostensible goal and Context of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
(Taylor, 2009a), was not represented early on to the player. This meant she 
was unable to formulate an adequate understanding of the situation she 
found herself in. She arrives and is greeted by a finely-dressed character 
named Magister Sularin, who thanks the player for responding to her letter.  
That the player is someone the Magister would write to implies a 
position of power, and the fact that the player is free to go, should she choose 
not to accept the quest, also implies that the player has power Sularin would 
rather not invoke. The reality of the situation, from the author’s intention, is 
that it doesn’t matter who the player is or why she is there – Sularin would 
have welcomed anyone in order to get them to do her bidding. This duplicity 
is not in any way represented by the opening dialogue, and does not provide 
any Context of the betrayal to come. The player assumes – as she has a right 
to assume – that she is in some way special, and has been selected for this 
task (Adams, 2013). 
The Context of the module overall is intentionally obscure; the player 
has no possible way of determining it beyond playing the story to 
completion. The Context of the Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth conversation itself, 
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however, is directly responsible for its own convoluted conversation 
architecture, and the lack of Ambiguity (Taylor, 2009a).  
Simply put, the intention was to create a conversation that would 
withstand being played by multiple people, and yet always provide a 
different experience. Almost every line within the conversation is so Context-
specific that it cannot be linked to from elsewhere. While creating a sense of 
realism, in that the player does have control over her actions at any given 
moment, and each player receives different versions of the same lines, this 
endless nuance doesn’t add as much to the final experience as I had 
considered it might. 
 
Figure 6.6. A screenshot of a highlighted line within Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) 
that many playtesters selected not because it was what they wanted to say, but because they 
found it funny. The relative blandness of the other options makes the last choice more 
appealing, while the written description of Nyphesnae’s actions and pose – rather than her 
movements being supported by in-game animations – makes the experience feel less 
threatening, and therefore more inclined toward humour than drama (represented within 
the Neverwinter Nights (BioWare, 2002) engine). 
 
First, very few playtesters were willing to replay the module, due to the 
nature of the ending. Replayability being inherent to the experience was 
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something I had counted on, much as with Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004) – I was sure of the engagement of the audience with the mystery, and 
of their desire to discover where it is they went wrong, so they would 
likewise discover the brilliance of a conversation that reacted to all of their 
choices. I had assumed the player would feel herself at fault for receiving an 
unfulfilling ending, rather than blaming the game for its lack of 
transparency. None of my predictions along this line were borne out by 
repeated playtests, and the discovery that the bar for engagement remained 
too high ultimately informed my approach to Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 
2009b; see section 6.3, p. 181). 
Second, the conversation architecture of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 
2009a) was designed to hide the ‘good’ ending from the player – that is, 
receiving the magic gem that will lead to the intended ending of the module 
is only possible after engaging fully with the conversation. There are 
programming scripts in place to determine when this threshold has been 
reached – only then will the player be able to access the ending I had 
determined she must work for. Consequently, and unsurprisingly, none of 
my playtesters achieved this ideal outcome, simply because they did not 
know to look for it. The Context was lacking to suggest that asking more 
questions, rather than getting straight to the point, would result in a different 
outcome. Thus players were completely unaware that an alternative existed, 
despite some of them following the thread of discussion for a considerable 
amount of time. 
Third, and finally, Context did not seem to be important in the sense of 
infinite variation that I had intended. Without replaying the conversation, 
and without realizing that rewards lay further in, the majority of playtesters 
quickly grew tired of the dialogue repeating the same emotional beats, such 
as Nyphesnae begging, or accusing Sularin of being more evil, or even of 
insulting the player. It was not necessary for me to write different ways for 
Nyphesnae to attempt to convince the player using the same tactics, because 
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players were, in general, so confused by Nyphesnae’s shifting moods that 
many of them decided to stab her to shut her up.  
The Context of the dialogue options would have been far more effective 
if I had written Nyphesnae’s responses based on the emotion behind the 
player’s actions – e.g. aggression, subservience, greed – than in the chosen 
format, where I had to write several different responses related to the direct 
action the player was undertaking at each moment. In the end, the feel of the 
conversation would have been similar, and would have created a greater 
sense of Agency by making use of Ambiguity. Crafting a character who 
reacted to tone, and not words, and who could therefore be predicted, would 
have been infinitely preferable to one who was specific to the point of 
inconsistency. Unfortunately for my playtesters, Nyphesnae falls into the 
latter category. 
 
6.2.5 Lack of Judgement 
As stated in my earlier reflection upon Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004; see section 6.1.7, p. 166), Martyr’s Victory (Taylor, 2009a) is the most 
judgemental narrative I have written thus far. It provides an unrewarding 
ending for all but the most dedicated player, and not even then is the ending 
one I would now consider to be fulfilling. In some ways, however, the 
application of judgement was illuminating, because it clarified why a small 
amount of judgement within conversations can be beneficial: providing 
boundaries can enhance the player’s experience. 
In contrast with its parent module, Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth contains 
absolute Lack of Judgement (Taylor, 2009a). The player was able to go from 
threatening Nyphesenae to pleading with her, to threatening her again, all 
within 3 clicks. This was intentional on my part: I had often wondered why 
conversations were designed to adhere to the simple good-neutral-evil 
system, and why choosing one option so often closed off others. I had also 
already experienced the beginning of Mass Effect (BioWare, 2007), in which 
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one, as previously described in section 5.3.3 (p. 80), is not allowed to 
apologise after punching Dr. Manuel. I wanted to provide an experience that 
would allow the player to be who she wanted to be, at whatever point she 
felt the need to do so. 
However, as already stated, this lead to difficulties in characterization 
not only of Nyphesnae, who must scramble to catch up, but of the player 
character, who was suddenly free to act in a completely inconsistent manner. 
The problem with inconsistency of characterisation is that it causes the 
dialogue, as a whole, to fall apart by attacking the willing suspension of 
disbelief (Murray, 1997). The player is reminded that these are not people, 
but pre-programmed characters in a video game, and the illusion is lost.  
The inconsistency of characterisation in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 
2009a) proved to do exactly that: the majority of playtesters commented that 
they felt the writing was not up to my usual standard. In fact, the writing 
itself, when taken independent of the Context, still includes some of my 
favourite lines from all that I have ever written. What was lacking was a 
consistency of interaction, which made the writing seem poor – the logical 
flow of a ‘normal’ conversation was absent, and was misinterpreted as poor 
writing, when really it is poor design. 
Thus the application of some forms of judgement – constraining the 
player to a course of action to provide a more coherent passage through the 
dialogue, for example – could have saved Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth from turning 
into the quagmire of slight differentiations and coding complexity that it 
became (Taylor, 2009a).  
 
6.2.6 Relation of the Text to Key Industry Assumptions  
Having examined Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth in light of the four key terms 
presented above, it is now possible to examine how the questions established 
in section 5.8 (p. 148) may be applied. Answering these questions will help to 
establish a starting point for examining the effect the branching dialogue has 
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on player engagement and agency – whether it is easy to become immersed 
in or not. 
 In accordance with the analysis undertaken in Chapter 5, the answer I 
am looking for, to each of the questions below, is an affirmative response. 
 Does the dialogue make use of Ambiguous Lead-Ins to give the 
impression the non-player character is listening to the player’s 
choices? 
o No. It makes use of very specific lead-ins to the same intended 
outcome, but does not draw the narrative back toward a common path 
beyond that point. 
 Are all of the choices within the dialogue equally valid options with 
their own consequences and rewards? 
o No. Although each dialogue option is a valid choice, these choices are 
limited by the low number of possible outcomes. This means that, 
although ostensibly every dialogue option is ‘real,’ the player’s choices 
are not reflected in the consequences she receives. 
 Is it possible for the player to predict and confirm the outcomes of 
her choices from within the dialogue? 
o No. For example, there is one specific point at which replying 
negatively (“It sounds too easy.”) will cause Nyphesnae to attack and 
kill the player. This is not telegraphed in any way. 
 Does the dialogue tailor the available options to reflect the player’s 
previous choices, in order to provide her with consistent 
characterisation? 
o No. Although the dialogue follows on from the player’s previous 
choices, it does not provide consistent characterisation. 
 Does the player character have a level of competence in the task 
they are assigned to complete, in a way that will allow them 
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credibly to act as a citizen of the game’s world on the player’s 
behalf?  
o No. Although the beginning of the module says that the player is 
competent, that is a lie. In fact, it was necessary for the player and her 
character to have no understanding of the world in order for the story 
to work as intended. 
 
Thus, with an overall score of 5 negatives, Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth can be seen 
not to adhere to the general assumptions exemplified by the ‘successful’ 
branching dialogues previously examined. 
 
6.2.7 Reflections on the work Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth and Martyr’s Victory in general (Taylor, 2009a) 
were excellent learning opportunities, inciting one of the “shock of 
recognition” moments identified by Haseman & Mafe (2009, p. 219). This 
moment came after I was fortunate to receive critique on the module from 
Jennifer Hepler and the BioWare writing team. Their constructive criticism 
allowed me to refine my intentions and to attempt to understand just why 
what I had chosen to do did not work for the majority of players. In 
particular, their comments on Agency, and on allowing the player to feel as 
though she’s having an impact on the world, incited an additional moment 
of clarity in which I finally understood Murray’s definition of the term 
(1997).  
Overall, while Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) took me several 
months to create, and was a resounding failure with playtesters, the writing 
of it was replete with important lessons about branching dialogue, which I 
have illuminated above. The results are certainly humbling. The acquisition 
of humility allowed me to understand why it is that studios such as BioWare 
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write their dialogues in a particular way, and to find a new joy in the idea of 
elegance.  
Primarily, what writing Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) taught me 
was to focus on the player’s first experience, and to worry about replayability 
later – a lesson I had not yet fully grasped since my writing of Ceci N’est Pas 
Un Titre (Taylor, 2004). Under this notion, it is far better to provide one solid, 
engaging story than it is to provide a dialogue that can be approached from 
multiple angles, yet which fails to provide a compelling experience. After all, 
if the player is not engaged from the beginning, she will never discover the 
replayability you want her to enjoy, rendering the exercise moot and your 
work unread.  
 
6.3 NYPHESNAE REVISITED (2009) 
6.3.1 Introduction 
Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) is an entire module (pragmatically 
named Resubmission), while Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth was only a single 
conversation (Taylor, 2009a). Nyphesnae Revisited comprises a series of 
interlinked branching conversations that tell a complete story, from start to 
finish. As it was likewise composed in the Neverwinter Nights Aurora Toolset 
(BioWare, 2002), the interaction method is again similar to playing a game. 
However, Nyphesnae Revisited is far more simple in appearance than Martyr’s 
Victory. Rather than being an intended in-game quest, complete with 
programming, music, and exploration, this module serves only to showcase 
the writing, narrating the player’s actions between conversations instead of 
requiring her to undertake them. 
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Figure 6.7. A screenshot of the module, Resubmission (Taylor, 2009b) showing the different 
narrative paths – green for good, yellow for neutral, and red for bad. This representation 
clearly indicates to the player where her actions will take her (as the signs to the right of the 
room show story outcomes when highlighted with the mouse cursor) while also telling her 
which decisions she needs to make in order to experience each of the different story 
outcomes (represented within the Neverwinter Nights (BioWare, 2002) engine). 
 
All of the feedback and insights I received on Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
(Taylor, 2009a) allowed me to take a step back from my work and really 
consider what I was trying to do and why. The comments from BioWare had 
brought home the idea that I was writing for an audience who wanted to feel 
clever; my experiences watching playtesters take control of my module were 
likewise illuminating, mostly because I could see the point where players 
grew tired of the amount of reading and just gave up on the story. I was also 
lucky to have the chance to revise my work not once, but twice, with 
concurrent feedback, again from the BioWare writing team. Nyphesnae 
Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) is the second revision of the original idea, and aimed 
to approach several aspects of the writing process differently. 
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The premise of Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) is similar to that of 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), but with notable exceptions. While the 
story still revolves around a demon who is terrorising a small town, it is now 
possible to “win” – that is, to attain an ending that fits within conventional 
video game morality. The player can free Nyphesnae of the demon’s 
influence and return her to her children for a bittersweet reunion. Likewise, 
the player can lead the demon back to town and allow her to murder the 
surviving members of the village. In either case, the module itself makes no 
moral judgement. How the player feels about her actions is left entirely to 
her interpretation of the ending, in order to raise questions within the 
player’s mind, rather than the game’s world – to create a space in which the 
player may moralize internally, rather than having judgement prescribed 
externally. 
It is at this point that separating areas of the module for critique begins 
to become difficult. While certain aspects of the branching dialogues play to 
Ambiguity, that Ambiguity enables Agency based on the player’s personal 
Context; likewise, Agency is inherently tied to the inclusion of Lack of 
Judgement. The separation of ideas below represents my attempt to best fit 
the devised terms to the content of Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b). 
However it is important to note that it is the interchange of ideas at this point 
– the to-and-fro that renders separation perhaps impossible – and the 
interlinked nature of their application to the key terms that may provide an 
answer to this exegesis’ examination. Namely, whether it is possible to 
separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply critique. 
 
6.3.2 Ambiguity 
From the beginning, Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) was designed 
to contain far more Ambiguity. One of the reasons for this was the lowered 
word limit – the entire module was now expected to fall under the 3,000 
word mark, while retaining the feeling of branching I had attempted to 
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create in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a). Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth – a 
single conversation – was 2,700 words by itself, while the whole Martyr’s 
Victory module fell closer to 5,700 words. It quickly became clear that if I 
wanted to include not only the same sense of a complex story, but also to 
introduce the ability to speak with more than just Sularin or Nyphesnae in a 
little over half the previous word count, I would need to do some serious 
rethinking of my dialogue structure. The most concise way to do so was to 
employ Ambiguity. 
The method I determined that would best suit the dramatic pacing of 
my story was to include a sense of time; that is, to drive the events forward 
once certain conditions had been met. This allowed me to predict what the 
non-player characters would do in given situations, rather than trying to 
hang the entire narrative on the actions of a player character I had no hope of 
predicting. Considering the story as having an inherent timeline also freed 
me to think about the non-player characters as more than just set dressing: 
rather than focusing exclusively on interactivity, I focused on building 
characters who had their own motivations, emotions, and agendas. By 
understanding these aspects of their characters, I was then able to write the 
kind of dialogue each character would say far more easily than I had been 
able to in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (where the underlying design tenet was, 
“everyone is evil!” Taylor, 2009a). 
Giving myself important plot points to follow also allowed me to 
constrain the dialogue options. Because I knew that each path had to rejoin 
the main narrative at certain key moments, I was able to build options for the 
player that would diverge considerably, since I already knew they would 
come back together. In a way, this was an expansion of the idea of the 
hospital node within Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004; see section 6.1.2, 
p. 155), but included with more subtlety and frequency.  
The emotion on each of these separate paths could be better managed 
because I was not attempting to link between different emotional states, as I 
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had in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), but leading each path toward a 
common conclusion. Adding Ambiguity provided me with structure, and the 
understanding to attempt to render that structure invisible. What took 
months to achieve in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth was completed within a couple of 
weeks for Nyphesnae Revisited: constraining myself to a lower word count and 
far more linking within the dialogues led to far more coherency within the 
writing, because I had a plan to follow (Taylor, 2009a; Taylor, 2009b). 
Likewise, I created a list of the non-player characters’ emotional states 
and reactions, because I had also planned their personalities more fully. 
Writing then became a simple matter of determining what the player might 
want to say – following BioWare’s feedback about transparency – and then 
assigning that question an emotional tone.  
 
Figure 6.8. A screenshot showing Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) within the dialogue 
editor of the Neverwinter Nights Aurora Toolset (BioWare, 2002). The emotional tone of three 
of the player lines has been added in red text on the left-hand side. The same options are 
visible toward the bottom of the image as grey ‘links,’ showing how the same emotional 
states can be common responses to different questions. 
 
The non-player character could then react to the tone of the line, rather 
than the content, thus providing a convincing source of Ambiguity. For 
example, in Figure 6.8, above, Nyphesnae doesn’t care what the player says, 
unless the player agrees to help her. Otherwise she is dismissive. Since player 
choices can be categorised into distinct emotional tones – for example, 
aggressive, friendly, threatening, or charming – this allowed me to retain a 
sense that the non-player character was directly responding to the stimulus 
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provided by the player, without having to explicitly reference what she may 
have said. At the bottom of Figure 6.8 it is possible to see, in grey, the very 
lines that are in blue above – this is evidence of linking, showing that, due to 
the ambiguous nature of the non-player character’s lines, the same player 
responses work in all three visible circumstances. 
For another example, if the player threatens Sularin – either directly 
during conversation, covertly by suggesting she’s hiding something, or by 
being cruel to a little girl named Minwen – she will provide the player with 
as little information as possible, then tell her to go on her way. Likewise, in 
the evil ending, the demon will respond with the same line (“As you say.”) 
regardless of whether the player agrees with her, threatens her, or makes an 
unflattering remark. At that point, the demon simply isn’t interested in 
anything the player has to say, so it is reasonable her response is dismissive 
in every case. It was far easier to write these kind of reactions pre-emptively, 
then decide what ‘category’ the player’s options might fall into, rather than 
attempting to write a back-and-forth dialogue that made sense on its own, 
but which could not be linked to because it was too specific. 
 
6.3.3 Agency 
The addition of constraints extends to the Agency within Nyphesnae 
Revisited, as well (Taylor, 2009b). Although the dialogue options and 
responses are far more planned, the module itself contains 7 endings, as 
opposed to the 3 of Martyr’s Victory (Taylor, 2009a). The focus was on having 
player choice be meaningful, instead of mandatory (Adams, 2013). To that 
end, there are certain events within the narrative that effectively pause time – 
they give the player a chance to intervene in predetermined moments, in 
order to provide a sense of Agency, while not requiring her to make every 
single decision throughout the course of the entire narrative. 
One example of this sense of Agency and timing comes from the evil 
ending, wherein the player decides to take Nyphesnae back to town so she 
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can kill everyone. The option to do so is clearly telegraphed, along with the 
potential outcomes of the action, before the player makes the ultimate 
decision. This provides Agency via transparency – the player is assured of 
her path before she takes the first step. Upon returning to the village, 
however, events are set in motion beyond the player’s control.  
Nyphesnae first encounters Minwen, the non-player character’s young 
daughter, who will look to the player for reassurance. If the player chooses to 
allow Nyphesnae to kill the girl, Minwen will take matters into her own 
hands and smash her lamp on Nyphesnae’s leg. Regardless of the player’s 
actions, Nyphesnae will attack Minwen, with only the outcome differing.  
Likewise, when Minwen screams, two of the other characters, Sularin 
and Sarek, will come running. In terms of the story, the state of Minwen at 
that moment (whether she is alive or dead) is irrelevant – her scream is what 
brings the others running. But it is also a moment inherently tied to the 
player’s sense of Agency, because their actions have either saved or 
condemned the girl. What is important is that the events that occur seem 
inevitable, without appearing avoidable – in Martyr’s Victory, the player’s 
role was to be irrelevant (Taylor, 2009a). In Nyphesnae Revisited, the plot does 
not progress without the player, though she has the option to allow it to do 
so by selecting ‘[Do nothing.]’ (Taylor, 2009b). 
In short, by reducing the number of places in which the player was 
asked to make a choice – should she call for Sularin and Sarek? Should she 
tell Minwen to smash the lamp on her mother’s leg? Should she have asked 
Minwen to get an adult as soon as she and Nyphesnae returned? etc., all of 
which could have been viable options – the choices provided become less 
trivial, increasing the player’s sense of Agency (Handler-Miller, 2010a). By 
determining which factors the story could reasonably control without 
impacting on the player’s sense of self or her ability to interact with the 
world in a meaningful way, the module could be designed to make the 
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moments of choice memorable, while still providing a world that felt as 
though it had a life of its own.  
Most importantly, Nyphesnae Revisited made use of transparency of 
choice (Taylor, 2009b). The player must actively choose – twice – to take the 
demon back to town so it may devour Nyphesnae’s children. As seen above, 
if she wishes to see how the story plays out, she must select, ‘[Do nothing.]’. 
Each moment that will result in an irreversible choice allows the player to 
understand the consequences of her actions before she takes them, thus 
allowing her the appropriate Context to retain control of the outcome of her 
playthrough (Adams, 2013). 
 
6.3.4 Context 
The inclusion of Context within Nyphesnae Revisited was based on the 
tactic foregrounded in the analysis of Dragon Age: Origins (BioWare, 2009) – 
the ability of the writers to add Context, invisibly, by including it in one of 
the choices the player would read. Thus, one of the lines for the good ending 
of the module begins: 
 
Sularin: “I didn't know he would kill everyone! I only wanted...” 
 
Player choices: 
o 1. “Pallik. Your best friend's husband.” 
o 2. “You're a fool.” 
o 3. “You deserve what happened.” 
 
As with the examples shown in the analysis of Dragon Age: Origins 
(BioWare, 2009) in section 5.4.2 (p. 92), the information required for the 
player to understand the interaction – if she hadn’t already figured it out 
from the rest of the module – is that Sularin was in love with Nyphesnae’s 
husband, and was to blame for the events of the story. This information is 
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therefore provided in the first option. This frees the player to make either of 
the other choices, fully aware of the Context, and allows for unnecessary 
exposition to remain unspoken. Because the information has been provided 
to the player, it is not a gap, but a silence – she may choose to let it remain 
unsaid, while being confident that the other characters also know what 
Sularin is talking about.  
The other use of Context is one I reappropriated from Ceci N’est Pas Un 
Titre (Taylor, 2004) – the ability to allow the player’s own emotions to 
influence her reading of the ending of the story. This was established in the 
opening lines of the module, which acted as a matching bookend to what 
would form the inevitable ending:  
 
“Andemere, a village on the Eastern border, recently sent word of a 
series of supernatural deaths. As the Queen's personal occult expert, 
you have been asked to investigate. The Queen is deeply pragmatic - 
contain the threat, and you will be richly rewarded.” 
 
The ending sequence thus completes the promise of the introduction, 
without judgement: 
 
“You return to the Queen, the clear ringing of silver trumpets 
announcing your victory.” 
 
The intention of this ending is to be purposely ambiguous, and to rely 
on the Context of the player’s own emotions. How she feels about the 
outcome she received will ideally reflect how she feels about being 
welcomed as a hero, and provide emotional closure at the same moment the 
module itself ends. The added intention of this ending was to provide the 
‘aha!’ moment I was seeking for the player in Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004) and Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), though far earlier in the 
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number of playthroughs – upon completing the module for only a second 
time, the player would understand the device, and thus be able to reflect 
upon her own actions and how she feels about them. By reducing the 
number of required playthroughs from Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre’s required 9 to 
only 2, players were far more likely to encounter the deception and question 
their own choices, which was the intended outcome (Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 
2009b). 
 
6.3.5 Lack of Judgement 
Allowing for the emotion of the ending to come from the player herself, 
and not from any enforced perspective on the part of the writing, required a 
significant application of Lack of Judgement. This manifested itself in several 
ways: in the ambiguous wording of the final sentence; in the transparency of 
the choices the player was able to make; and in allowing the player to renege 
on her previous choices, with alleviated consequences. 
For example, if the player chooses to allow the demon to go back to 
town with her, she may then choose not to let her attack Minwen. In this 
case, the player will have to kill Nyphesnae, but if she had made her decision 
earlier, Nyphesnae could have been saved. Similarly, should the player 
choose the good ending, she may reduce the moment’s emotional impact by 
presenting a mercenary attitude. While the module aimed not to allow the 
player great moral variance in concurrent choices – preventing her from 
appearing as inconsistently as she did in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 
2009a), for example – it also did not judge the player based on her actions, 
except to provide reactions from the non-player characters. 
One element of judgement that escaped my notice, however, is exactly 
one I have discussed at some length in my analysis of Dragon Age: Origins 
(BioWare, 2009) in section 5.4 (p. 92). Should the player achieve the ‘best’ 
ending – that is, return Nyphesnae to her children after killing the demon, 
and convince her to let Sularin stay – she will be rewarded with a magical 
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item (Taylor, 2009b). Likewise, if the player accepts the ‘worst’ ending – that 
is, allow the demon to kill everyone and escape with the non-player 
character’s son, Feldwyn – she is rewarded with a different magical item 
(Taylor).  
Where the judgement comes into play is that none of the neutral paths 
result in a reward. In many cases this was because acquiring a neutral ending 
was a sign the player had committed to a course of action then backed out 
(Taylor, 2009b). However, this means that any neutral outcome – including 
the death of Nyphesnae and the demon both, and the freedom of the 
villagers from her tyranny – is inherently less rewarding than either of the 
extremes, which is, in itself, a value judgement. This judgement of the player 
not being good enough to receive a reward is perhaps my biggest personal 
disappointment with this module. 
 
6.3.6 Relation of the Text to Key Industry Assumptions  
Having examined Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) in light of the four 
key terms presented above, it is also possible to briefly examine how the 
questions established in section 5.8 (p. 148) may be applied. Answering these 
questions will help to establish a starting point for examining the effect the 
dialogue has on player engagement and agency – whether it is easy to 
become immersed in or not. 
 In accordance with the analysis undertaken in Chapter 5, the answer I 
am looking for, to each of the questions below, is an affirmative response. 
 
 Does the dialogue make use of Ambiguous Lead-Ins to give the 
impression the non-player characters are listening to the player’s 
choices? 
o Yes. Ambiguous Lead-ins are present in every conversation in 
Nyphesnae Revisited. 
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 Are all of the choices within the dialogue equally valid options with 
their own consequences and rewards? 
o Yes. The player may choose any path she wishes, and the consequences 
of her actions become clear soon after she has made her choice. 
 Is it possible for the player to predict and confirm the outcomes of 
her choices from within the dialogue? 
o Yes. In some cases, the world ‘takes over,’ but the player will always 
have the ability to respond, with clear outcomes in each case. 
 Does the dialogue tailor the available options to reflect the player’s 
previous choices, in order to provide her with consistent 
characterisation? 
o No. The conversations respond to the player’s choices in the usual way 
– by leading her down a good/neutral/evil set of paths – but otherwise 
do not change invisibly to reflect her preferences. 
 Does the player character have a level of competence in the task 
they are assigned to complete, in a way that will allow them 
credibly to act as a citizen of the game’s world on the player’s 
behalf?  
o Yes. As stated in the opening sequence, she has been sent on the 
explicit orders of the Queen, in order to contain the threat. The 
player’s competence is further reinforced by the inclusion of familiar 
narrative elements and clear telegraphing of the situation. 
 
Thus, with an overall score of 4 positives, Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth can be seen 
to mostly adhere to the general assumptions exemplified by the ‘successful’ 
branching dialogues previously examined. 
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6.3.7 Reflections on the work Nyphesnae Revisited 
Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) established that several underlying 
personal ideals in regards to branching dialogues were, in fact, possible to 
achieve without turning to the extraordinary effort required during the 
creation of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a). The writing of Nyphesnae 
Revisited revealed that all four of the key categories established in Chapter 5 
are linked – Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of Judgement provide the 
grounds for Agency, while Agency supports the invisibility of the other 
three. In other words, providing the player with an invisibly constrained 
path, enough information to make the necessary decisions, and no external 
sense of morality allows her to feel more fully in control of her journey 
through the narrative.  
More importantly, when the player feels she is in control – that is, she is 
enjoying herself – the tactics of Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of Judgement, 
such as separate nodes for phrases that would have fit into one (a sign of a 
link based on Ambiguity), including information in the available dialogue 
options (the creation of Context), and the ability to be horribly good or 
horribly cruel without feeling that the provided options are inconsistent 
(Lack of Judgement), allow the player to ignore that these tactics are being 
used. 
While it is by no means perfect, Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) 
demonstrates a change in my understanding of the four tactics above, from 
Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) and Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 
2009a), to embracing elegance in terms of content creation. Recognising a 
change in one’s tacit knowledge is a vital component of the researcher-as-
subject methodology and one I would not have recognised had I not 
undertaken this reflective analysis (Haseman & Mafe, 2009).  
The shift in focus from allowing the player to take any action at any 
moment to choosing specific, important moments for her to interact with is a 
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strong one, as it allows for an interactive narrative with more authorial 
control, while ideally retaining the sense of freedom inherent to effective 
interactive media. Allowing the player to foresee the consequences of her 
actions created greater transparency, and thereby a greater sense of control. 
And the decision to provide consequences, rather than judgement, allowed 
for a less invasive form of storytelling, by encouraging the player to decide 
for herself how she feels about the actions she takes. 
It was with these three new ideals in mind – choice at important 
moments, Agency through transparency, and consequences rather than 
judgement – that I embarked on my most ambitious project yet: To Catch A 
Killer (Taylor, 2010). 
 
6.4 TO CATCH A KILLER (2010) 
 
Figure 6.9. A screenshot of To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) within the Context of the Chat 
Mapper simulated interface (Urban Brain Studios, 2012). 
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6.4.1 Introduction 
To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) is a branching dialogue created entirely 
within the interactive dialogue mapping tool Chat Mapper (Urban Brain 
Studios, 2012). In terms of structure, To Catch A Killer is more similar to the 
hypertext-narrative-style of Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) than either 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) or Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b). 
The method of interaction is to play a simulation of the conversation, shown 
in Figure 6.9, by clicking on the available dialogue options, represented in 
italics at the bottom of the screen.  
Although ostensibly dissimilar to a fully-functioning game module, To 
Catch A Killer is nonetheless a branching dialogue, rather than a hypertext 
narrative (Taylor, 2010). The main differences come from the design and 
phrasing of the lines within – To Catch A Killer has a discrete beginning, 
middle, and end, and provides the player with an opening goal. Likewise, 
while the actions taken during the course of the conversation are necessarily 
written, these could easily be translated into animations within a game 
engine. The descriptions of places and events contain none of the 
introspection common to other hypertext narratives such as Twelve Blue 
(Yellowlees-Douglas, 2000), and the dialogue is written in a form that is 
intended to be spoken, rather than merely read (an important distinction 
when writing for contemporary, fully-voiced roleplaying video games). 
In many ways, To Catch A Killer is the culmination of my experience in 
writing the other three samples (Taylor, 2010). I attempted to return to the 
roots of Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) – to create the multiplicity of 
being that only interactive narratives can provide. However, my desire to 
achieve this was tempered by both the complexity of Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth 
(Taylor, 2009a) and my more positive experiences with Nyphesnae Revisited 
(Taylor, 2009b).  
What To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) is, then, is bricolage (Yeates, 2009). 
It takes the idea of multiplicity from CNPUT, the desire to give every player 
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an incredibly personalised experience from Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth, and the 
studied Ambiguity of Nyphesnae Revisited, and combines them (Taylor, 2004; 
2009a; 2009b). There are several secrets in To Catch A Killer that are revealed 
after a number of (purposefully brief) playthroughs: the killer can be any of 
the characters in the narrative, including the player; the more violent options 
the player takes, the more violent options are available to her; the more 
merciful she is, the more merciful she may be, without removing the 
possibility of a change of intention; and the ending dialogue will always be 
the same. As with Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b), the four tactics under 
examination are intertwined within To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010), but can 
still be broadly categorized. 
6.4.2 Ambiguity 
The most noticeable moment of Ambiguity in To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 
2010) is in the ending. Regardless of the player’s actions, she will receive only 
one ending: she awakens in hospital to discover the killer has escaped. An 
added emotional connotation bookends the narrative by matching it with the 
beginning, as in Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b):  
 
First line: “A hard-boiled detective goes in to arrest a serial killer, 
against the best advice and his own better judgement.” 
Last line: “Hand on your holster, you leave the hospital with murder 
on your mind.” 
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Once again, the set pieces are established in the introduction, and 
referred to at the end. Borrowing what is effectively a traditional writing 
technique – that of closure, or catharsis – for inclusion in an interactive 
narrative allows the player’s emotional journey to be complete (Murray, 
1997). Despite what happens in the middle, there is a certain inevitability to 
the outcome that allows it to be acceptable, because the conditions that 
enable it to occur were already established.  
It has been interesting to see that many players begin their journey 
through To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) trying to play by the ‘rules’ 
established in that opening line – they attempt to be the ‘good cop’ and act as 
they think a detective should, based on the Context of their purpose. Their 
second playthrough is usually characterized by being more forceful, since 
attempting to play ‘by the book’ will result in the player character getting 
beaten up by the two non-player characters: either Bobby, Maria, or both. It 
is only after the revelation that the ending remains the same that the majority 
of players will pursue the particularly cruel or violent options. It has also 
been interesting to note that the majority of players who access the 
purposefully more confronting actions will laugh from nervousness or 
disbelief, before returning to a more compassionate stance in their next 
playthrough. 
The psychology behind these interactions with the narrative is beyond 
my scope to analyse, but it seems as though providing the ability to do 
horrible things – and get away with it – triggers a desire to be more 
compassionate in many players. To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) is the most 
replayed narrative I have written, with the majority of playtesters continuing 
to explore the boundaries of the narrative beyond the two playthroughs 
required to ‘get’ the point of the exercise. This seems to be partially based on 
an ability to understand and discount the use of Ambiguity within the text – 
that is, players will recognize where different paths will lead, even if the 
options come from a different point or are worded differently, in order to 
access paths that they have not seen before. This means that, despite the 
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intense linking occurring within To Catch A Killer, nodes are rarely repeated, 
because the player will self-censor her options in order to only take that 
which is new (Taylor). 
The reason for this, from the intention I held when writing To Catch A 
Killer (Taylor, 2010), is that of emotional Ambiguity – that is, the non-player 
characters do not respond to the player character’s words or actions. They 
respond to the emotional ‘tone’ of those words or actions, as discussed in 
section 6.3.2 (p. 183). This means that, after a couple of playthroughs, several 
elements become clear: the non-player characters Maria and Bobby both hate 
cops, and will respond to any aggression with force; Bobby will always be 
armed; Maria is not as weak as she looks. These elements remain constant 
throughout, as in Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b), and allow the player to 
correctly predict where the emotional content of her options will lead her. As 
stated previously, writing in this manner also allows for a greater use of 
Ambiguity, as the responses are not specific; what is key is consistency, and 
To Catch A Killer was designed to be consistent across all possible 
playthroughs, and for all players (Taylor). 
Lastly, the Ambiguity of the revelation of the killer seemed to provide a 
draw for playtesters. Unless they played in a very similar fashion the second 
time around, they were likely to receive an outcome in which the killer was a 
different person – essentially, a different ending, although the ‘ending’ itself 
never changes. This prompted many of them to continue playing, in order to 
discover the conditions by which the identity of the killer changed, and 
perhaps to search for the ‘right’ ending. What To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) 
was designed to do was elicit moral Ambiguity – the idea that the player is 
the only judge of her actions. The narrative will respond to those actions with 
consequences, but if she is clever she can avoid the majority of them and 
come out relatively unscathed. The allowance of moral Ambiguity is also 
determined by the Context: the player has gone in alone, and there is no one 
to report the ‘truth’ of what happened – she is free to do as she wishes, 
without outside interference.  
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What this situation allows for is a kind of solidifying Ambiguity – the 
player becomes a certain type of character by the end of the narrative, even 
though her personality, at the beginning, was completely blank. As stated 
previously, the more violent actions she takes, the more violent (and cruel) 
actions she is able to take, creating a false sense of character progression (see 
section 3.4 (p. 53). This is achieved not by the inclusion of programming 
scripts, as in Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), but by having a dialogue 
structure that is layered: accessing x number of layers of violence will place 
the player at a ‘violent’ outcome. Accessing x number of layers of 
compassion will result in a ‘good cop’ outcome. There are, of course, neutral 
stages in between – there are 27 ways to approach the final node where the 
player wakes up in hospital – and each of them can be approached from 
multiple angles. What arises is a complex, but not complicated, chain of 
events that leads the player to her individual understanding of the narrative 
she has just experienced – an individuality that is provided almost 
exclusively by the application of Ambiguity. 
 
6.4.3 Agency 
As discussed previously in section 6.2.7 (p. 180), without Agency, 
Ambiguity is moot. The player must feel as though her actions are having an 
impact on the world in order for the interaction to be enjoyable (Murray, 
1997). This was established in To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) by the use of 
several tactics, mostly borrowed from Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b): 
transparency, meaningful choices, and by giving the player a feeling of 
competence (see section 5.7.5, p. 146), otherwise known as a ‘cool’ factor.7  
The use of transparency in To Catch A Killer is simple (Taylor, 2010). The 
player can always tell where her actions will lead her, if the choice will have 
                                                 
7 This involves designing the dialogue in such a way that if the player’s choice of action 
could have an additional beneficial outcome, the benefit should be conferred upon the 
player in such a way as to make her feel as though her character – and therefore she herself – 
is ‘cool’. 
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an impact on her ability to make future decisions. Thus, for example, 
although the first three options the player is presented with may appear to 
have only cosmetic differences, this is because they do not impact the overall 
narrative. They establish a tone for the interaction to come, which is clearly 
telegraphed by the wording, but ultimately the player’s choice at this 
moment will not, for example, get her killed. Thus these types of choices are 
transparent in emotional content, if not outcome. 
 
Figure 6.10. A screenshot of To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) within Chat Mapper (Urban Brain 
Studios, 2012), showing the outcomes of the player’s first three available choices. 
 
The other kind of choice the player will encounter is an action choice, 
where she may choose to do something instead of speaking. In these cases, 
and reliant on Context, her actions will have repercussions, although these 
may reasonably be inferred from both the situation and from Maria and 
Bobby’s personalities, as discussed in section 6.4.2 (p. 197).  
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For example, at the moment when Bobby bursts through the front door 
with a loaded shotgun, the player is presented with three options: [drop and 
roll], [aim your pistol at Bobby], or “Both of you are under arrest!” The 
player knows that Bobby has a shotgun pointed at her; she also knows that 
Maria is behind her. Her choice, at this moment, will have one of three 
outcomes, and despite not knowing what those outcomes are, specifically, it 
is easy to hazard a guess – and thus, they are transparent choices. 
Another aspect of To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) that enables Agency is 
similar to the tactic of player avatar competence discussed in the analysis of 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal, 2011) in section 5.6.2 (p. 129). 
Although Deus Ex had not yet been released when I was writing To Catch A 
Killer, both dialogues outfit the player character with the knowledge that 
character could reasonably be expected to have – the aforementioned ‘cool’ 
factor. It is the same element that allows a player to enter into Deus Ex’s 
hostage negotiation, armed with the comfort of Adam Jensen’s prior 
experience: Detective Gorham, the player character in To Catch A Killer, will 
undertake actions in keeping with his ‘training’. The only stipulation on 
these actions within To Catch A Killer is that they must almost always be of 
benefit to the player. 
Thus, when the player selects [drop and roll] from the above options, 
Detective Gorham does not simply roll away from Bobby, hoping for safety. 
He rolls toward Bobby, catching him off-guard and putting the player at an 
advantage. If she chooses [aim your pistol at Bobby], she will be warned that 
Maria is sneaking up on her. However, if she selects, “Both of you are under 
arrest!” in such a futile situation, Bobby will simply laugh. The purpose of 
Agency, in this case, is not necessarily that the outcome is known 
beforehand, but that, upon reflection, it seems correct. If the consequence of 
the player’s actions can make her feel good about herself as well – i.e. ‘cool’ – 
she will have a stronger sense of Agency, despite the action technically being 
out of her control. 
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It is important to note that these tactics work in the circumstance of To 
Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) precisely because the action is already beyond 
the player’s control. This is because, as per Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 
2009b), the number of choices is reduced to only those that are the most 
meaningful. If the player had selected [drop and roll] above, and was 
immediately presented with the choices [roll right], [roll left] and [roll 
toward Bobby], apart from undermining the dramatic tension, any negative 
outcome of those choices would have felt like a punishment for not selecting 
the ‘right’ choice (Diefenbach, 2012).  
The inclusion of such granular choice would also have reduced Agency, 
rather than enhancing it – because the player cannot possibly infer what will 
occur in any of those three circumstances, she cannot make an informed 
decision, and will feel that sense of punishment. Far better to allow her to 
choose a course of action, then use it to provide her with an unforeseen 
benefit, than provide her with unlimited choices that ultimately chip away at 
her sense of control (Adams, 2013). 
 
6.4.4 Context 
The establishment of control – that is, Agency – begins even with the 
opening sentence of the dialogue, however. The player is a detective: usually 
a well-respected, powerful individual, in a social sense. Relatively quickly 
into the scenario, she will discover she carries a gun, whether she chooses to 
use it or not. The phrase ‘hardboiled’ in the opening sentence also implies 
someone who is willing to get their hands dirty – another social connotation 
of strength that comes from classic detective characters within genres such as 
film noir. The player is given a sense of control by having her boundaries 
established in broad strokes, and by relying on social connotation and 
Context in order to inform her decisions. 
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The ubiquity of crime-related TV shows – NCIS, Law & Order, and 
Castle, to name a few – paints a cultural connotation that can be accessed 
through the use of limited referents: namely, a single sentence and an image. 
This does the work of the writer within the player’s mind, without requiring 
extensive exposition or character-building (Short, 2012). It also establishes 
key expectations on behalf of the player that To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) 
had to be careful to honour – that detectives know how to interrogate, that 
they know how to shoot a gun accurately, and that they can be expected to 
subdue a suspect with competence. However, To Catch A Killer also relies on 
a trope of the crime-related genre: that good detectives never go to make an 
arrest alone.  
This provides Context for all of the possible endings. The player can 
never arrest both Maria and Bobby – one will always escape, or die. The 
reason for this is simple: the player is not the only character with a gun, and 
trying to arrest two people by oneself is poorly judged. This is overtly 
flagged within the Context of the interaction from the opening sentence: 
 
“A hard-boiled detective goes in to arrest a serial killer, against the 
best advice and his own better judgement.” 
 
This Context makes use of the underlying assumptions listed above to 
create a sense of unease that, at the end of the narrative, can be used to lessen 
the impact of some of the moments of non-Agency: that is, when Maria 
escapes, or when the player character is laughing hysterically in the rubble of 
the smouldering hallway. To a consumer of popular media, the Context of a 
detective going in to arrest a serial killer, alone, and against the advice of 
others, suggests that something about the situation is incorrect in some way. 
Relying on shared social connotation is not an ideal solution to tailoring all 
27 endings to credibly reach the same ending node – mostly because it relies 
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on the player being a consumer of popular media in the related genre – but it 
is an elegant one. 
6.4.5 Lack of Judgement 
Providing 27 endings is perhaps a bit excessive for a single interactive 
narrative, but it was designed to test several key tactics of providing 
emotional engagement. As previously stated, the intent was to both make 
use of multiplicity, and to generate personalised narratives for each player. 
While all of the possible paths through To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) could 
be charted, the benefit of doing so would ultimately not outweigh the time 
spent in the undertaking: that is, the number of possible variations is finite, 
but not restrictively so. The reason for the vast number of endings was to 
make use of the moral Ambiguity discussed previously, in order to 
determine how Lack of Judgement affected the writing of these endings. 
The most obvious application of Lack of Judgement in To Catch A Killer 
(Taylor, 2010) is the fact that any one of the characters involved may be the 
killer, depending upon the player’s actions. While inspired by the 2010 
release of Heavy Rain, an Interactive Drama centred around the plot of 
discovering a serial killer who turns out to be one of the player characters 
(Quantic Dream), To Catch A Killer took that game’s narrative one step 
further by introducing the Ambiguity and multiplicity already discussed 
(Taylor). Heavy Rain had a set narrative, in the sense that only one character 
was ever, could ever, or would ever be the killer (Quantic Dream). This made 
the player’s interactions an exploration of the boundaries of a narrative that 
had clear authorial intent. I wanted to eschew that authorial intent with To 
Catch A Killer, and the best way to do so seemed to be to apply Lack of 
Judgement (Taylor). 
This, however, poses problems: the ending is reliant on the narrative 
‘judging’ the player’s actions. If she has made use of excessive force, the 
narrative brands her a murderer – although, to be fair, to receive this ending, 
she must have committed murder in the course of the story. Similarly, if the 
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player tries to go ‘by the book’ – acting as she believes a detective of integrity 
will act – she will ultimately fail in her arrests, although in this case the 
actions she takes must have been those that were the most ineffective in 
achieving her goal. The difference between the judgement in To Catch A Killer 
(Taylor, 2010) and that of the commercial titles analysed in Chapter 5 is that 
there is no in-built morality to these choices: the player’s decisions are 
equally valid along all paths, with no external voice telling her that her 
actions are either ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ That is the intention of the ending: to elicit 
self-reflection, not external judgement.  
Every effort was therefore made in To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) not 
to punish the player for her actions, unless the punishment could be inferred 
– for example, telling two people they are under arrest when the player 
herself is held at gunpoint will result in a minor punishment of social 
embarrassment, by having Bobby laugh at her. It was difficult not to fall into 
the mindset displayed in the commercial titles that were analysed, of having 
‘good’, ‘neutral’, and ‘bad’ choices for the player to make, and then 
responding with consequences based on those determinations (Borland & 
King, 2003). That is an easier way to write, and it helps to constrain all of the 
possible variables within a complex dialogue tree, but it was not suitable to 
the intended purpose of moral ambiguity.  
Choosing to attempt to view every option objectively – based on what 
was ‘known’ about the world and the consistency of the characters within it – 
allowed me to provide what I feel is a broadly-branching, non-judgemental 
narrative with interesting implications for the understanding of personal 
motives. Having an understanding of the world surrounding the dialogue in 
this case was key: I found it was only possible to remove my personal 
judgement from the situation when I had agents in place within the narrative 
who could express the differing viewpoints I felt were necessary to the 
continuation of the storyline. 
 
Understanding Branching Dialogue Systems – Leanne C. Taylor-Giles 
Chapter 6: Reflections on Personal Works -- Creative Industries, QUT -- 207 
 
6.4.6 Relation of the Text to Key Industry Assumptions  
Having examined To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) in light of the four key 
terms presented above, it is also possible to briefly examine how the 
questions established in section 5.8 (p. 148) may be applied. Answering these 
questions will help to establish a starting point for examining the effect the 
dialogue has on player engagement and agency – whether it is easy to 
become immersed in or not. 
 In accordance with the analysis undertaken in Chapter 5, the answer I 
am looking for, to each of the questions below, is an affirmative response. 
 
 Does the dialogue make use of Ambiguous Lead-Ins to give the 
impression the non-player characters are listening to the player’s 
choices? 
o Yes. The majority of the actions the player may take are linked to from 
elsewhere, making Ambiguous Lead-ins essential to maintaining the 
dialogue at a manageable size. 
 Are all of the choices within the dialogue equally valid options with 
their own consequences and rewards? 
o Yes. Although the consequences and rewards are largely determined 
by the player’s own response to her actions, all of her available choices 
are valid. 
 Is it possible for the player to predict and confirm the outcomes of 
her choices from within the dialogue? 
o Yes. Two exceptions are in the case where the player’s input would 
not matter, or when it was possible to make her feel ‘cool,’ in which 
case the player was allowed to react to any surprises before the story’s 
world was. 
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 Does the dialogue tailor the available options to reflect the player’s 
previous choices, in order to provide her with consistent 
characterisation? 
o Yes. A false sense of character progression is provided by linking 
violent options to more violent options, and merciful options to more 
merciful options. 
 Does the player character have a level of competence in the task 
they are assigned to complete, in a way that will allow them 
credibly to act as a citizen of the game’s world on the player’s 
behalf?  
o Yes. Detective Gorham has the competence to be both a detective and a 
serial killer. 
 
Thus, with an overall score of 5 positives, To Catch A Killer can be seen to 
definitely adhere to the general assumptions exemplified by the ‘successful’ 
branching dialogues previously examined. 
 
6.4.7 Reflections on the work To Catch A Killer 
To Catch A Killer is the dialogue of which I am most proud at this point 
in time. When reviewing my progress from Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004), it is possible to see the increase in my understanding of both the 
medium and the possibilities of its implementation in order to elicit a feeling 
of Agency. The learning curve visible over the course of 6 years is humbling, 
but illuminating. While To Catch A Killer was an undertaking of several 
months, as opposed to the couple of weeks it took me to implement 
Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b), I feel that is it stronger for the time spent, 
as opposed to Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), which simply became 
more convoluted and confusing with the more time poured into it. 
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Thus To Catch A Killer seems to accurately and explicitly represent my 
tacit personal ideals regarding branching dialogue at this current time, 
illuminated by the process of self-reflection (Schön, 1983). These ideals are: 
that the use of Ambiguity can empower the player by responding to the 
emotions behind her choices, rather than her words; that Agency is born 
from ensuring that she will never be punished unduly, but may be rewarded 
with small emotional moments by creating a player character who is 
competent in their field; that Context is vital, and bringing the world of the 
dialogue to life is about choosing referents from the player’s own experience 
for her to populate the author’s imaginary world with; and that removing 
one’s own Judgement can allow for a stronger and more complex narrative 
by letting the player be the one to say which ending, for her, is ‘right.’ 
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It was with these aspects – and my new understanding of them – in 
mind that I set my sights on designing a conversation so removed from all of 
these elements that it would become obvious how they interacted. The 
following chapter outlines the results of creating a branching dialogue that I 
wrote with the intention of going against my every intuition, both as a writer 
of traditional media and a writer of interactive narratives. The intention was 
to create a dialogue in which the four tactics listed above – Ambiguity, 
Agency, Context, and Lack of Judgement – would be noticeable by their 
absence. If To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010) is the dialogue of which I am most 
proud, then the result of this attempt – titled simply ‘Interrogation’ (Taylor, 
2012) – represents an examination of everything I have discussed within this 
exegesis as problematic and antithetical to the provision of Agency required 
by interactive narratives.  
The demonstration of these elements, and their explicit identification, 
was the original intent of this exegesis, made possible through exploration of 
my own tacit knowledge (Haseman & Mafe, 2009). It is after analysing the 
final project in Chapter 7 that an attempt at answering the research question 
may be made: whether it is possible to separate branching dialogues from 
their media in order to apply critique. 
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Chapter 7: 
inal Project Design and 
Analysis 
7.1 OPENING REMARKS 
The purpose of the final project was to determine an answer to the 
research question: whether it is possible to separate branching dialogues 
from their media in order to apply critique. The intention was to write in 
such a way as to remove the aspects of interactivity discussed in the body of 
this exegesis in order to make their absence visible. The hypothesis was that 
doing so would allow one to view the writing separately, and provide the 
necessary space for the application of current techniques for literary 
criticism. The results of this project as pertains to the research question will 
be discussed in Chapter 8. 
The final project in question is a small branching dialogue entitled 
Interrogation (Taylor, 2012). The premise is that the player has been captured 
for reasons unknown, and will be interrogated to uncover the information 
her captors are seeking. The Context of the situation is provided in the 
opening sentences, as with Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) and To Catch A 
Killer (Taylor, 2010): 
[Your vision swims back into focus slowly. The first thing you see is a 
gorgeous woman standing in front of you. The second thing you see is that 
you're handcuffed to a chair, and your gun is on a table on the other side of 
the room. She smiles, her cheeks dimpling.] 
However, it is at this point that the conversation goes in an unexpected 
direction. 
The flaws of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) are many, and all of them are 
by design: despite the name and setting of the conversation, no interrogation 
takes place; the two possible endings bear no resemblance to the premise; the 
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dialogue is stilted, incorrectly linked, and linear; and the player’s choices 
ultimately do not matter, as the conversation has already decided upon a 
‘right’ path, from which the player is not allowed to deviate. 
Writing Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) was difficult. The intention was to 
express the reduction of Agency within unsuccessful interactivity – to 
remove the Four Essential Properties of Branching Dialogues named in 
section 5.1 (p. 69) – in order to examine how vital those elements are to 
creating a conversation that demonstrates a reasonable level of player 
engagement. Doing so meant going against years of personal and 
professional practice. In effect, I was attempting to reset the clock to more 
than 9 years ago – to before I wrote Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) – 
and to purposely write in a method that goes against everything I currently 
believe as a writer of interactive narratives. 
Because the application of this method required me to write against my 
instincts, during the process of writing Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) I 
experienced moments of what I came to term “professional panic.” These 
were moments in which the gravity of what I was doing – writing in the 
worst possible method I could imagine, and then submitting that work to the 
world for review – became almost overwhelming. When the work was 
complete, I did not want to invite playtesters to interact with it, for fear they 
would think it a reflection of my professional ability.  
It was in a strange moment of multiplicity that I suddenly saw myself 
as two separate people – who I had been a decade ago, and who I was now. 
Recognising that the completion of something I would have been proud to 
have written 10 years ago – a complete and fully-interactive branching 
dialogue – had instead filled me with dread in the current day, was 
inexpressible. The exploration of my inability to express what I felt in that 
moment forms the basis for many of the reflections within this exegesis. 
However, my work with Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) was not yet 
complete. When I did work up the courage to exhibit Interrogation to two 
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close friends, I had them read out the good, neutral, and evil paths, written in 
a linear fashion in order to ascertain how the narrative came together as a 
whole. The purpose of this exercise was to establish whether my personal 
reaction to the branching dialogue was an accurate reflection of the player’s 
experience, and whether removing interactivity – that is, viewing the 
dialogue in a linear fashion – would allow for the separation required by the 
research question. 
The results of this blind read through are contained in the three videos 
available on the provided DVD in the “Chapter 7 – Final Project” folder. My 
two friends, Steve, on the left, and Josh, on the right, expressed at varying 
moments incredulity, apprehension, confusion, annoyance, and frustration. 
Josh’s reaction is of particular note, and has been included as a separate 
video. 
His first question – “Why?” – is soon followed by a listing of the 
conversation’s faults, including: 
 “Why did he go with the captor? It doesn’t make sense!” 
 “She said [she didn’t mean to kill her] and she’s lied about other 
things!” 
 “Why did the bad guy tell you to think about [your wife and 
child]?” 
Josh is a savvy consumer of interactive media, but has no professional 
experience as a game writer. That he could pick up on the fact that the four 
key ideas – Agency, Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of Judgement – were 
absent from the dialogue, even when it was experienced in a linear format, 
means their absence is clear. He accurately identifies how these aspects are 
absent, if not by name, then by function. His reaction accurately showcases 
the intended effect of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012), a fact that continues to 
make me deeply uncomfortable on a professional level. 
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However, writing and performing Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) in this 
way also elucidated the value of the years spent honing my craft. The 
reflection upon my earlier works – Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) and 
Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a) especially – had foregrounded my 
progression from intricate and unengaging narratives to attempting to make 
the player feel as though the dialogue were listening to her actions. 
Returning to a form where the intent was to ignore this personal progression 
only served to make it all the more clear: in the process of unlearning my 
expertise, I finally was able to understand how it had come about. 
The remainder of this chapter will serve to provide analysis of 
Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) – how it was designed and executed, and its 
impact on the player, so that others might apply their own critique of the 
methods involved – but the true value of the work undertaken lies in the 
reflective practice that forms the basis of this exegesis and through which I 
have come to understand the knowledge I never knew I had (Schön, 1983). 
  
7.2 DESIGNING THE PROJECT 
One of the main aspects of designing the project, named Interrogation 
(Taylor, 2012), was the decision not to design at all. This meant the dialogue 
would be written in a single session, in the shortest time possible, and 
completely without self-editing. As with the personal examples of Ceci N’est 
Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) and Nyphesnae’s Labyrinth (Taylor, 2009a), not 
planning the dialogue beforehand allowed for a great variation in both the 
non-player character’s dialogue and the player’s multiple divergent options, 
because no effort was made to draw the threads of the story back together in 
a reasonable manner. Equally similar to those projects is that making the 
decision not to design resulted in a branching dialogue with poor Agency, 
infinite recursive loops that the player may get stuck in, and at least one node 
that was meant to be linked back into the main conversation but was not, and 
which therefore results in a confusing dead-end. 
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In addition, the decision was made to base the player’s responses 
strictly on exaggerated notions of the good-neutral-evil options 
foregrounded by a reliance on the Dungeons & Dragons-style morality 
system exhibited by many contemporary roleplaying video games (Borland 
& King, 2003). Providing only three options per node both constrained the 
number of choices required by the dialogue and allowed for the possibility of 
divergent paths – even in situations where a certain emotional response from 
the player’s character wasn’t necessarily appropriate to the content. To 
facilitate this decision, the player’s character was broadly given three 
personality types into which his responses would fall: white knight, 
information seeker, and bad-ass.  
In terms of the narrative, this created three clear paths through the 
intended scenario, in which the player takes the role of a mysterious “agent” 
being interrogated for secret “codes.” The good path allows the player to 
both provide the codes and escape with the villain-turned-love-interest; the 
neutral path allows the player to resist torture, and escape with the villain on 
the condition that she is released; and the evil path allows the player to act 
aggressively, make the villain cry, and escape with her captured colleague. 
There are really only two endings – escape with the villain or escape with 
one’s colleague – and both endings provide no answer to the larger questions 
raised by the scenario in which the player finds herself, in order to highlight 
the confusion created by poorly bookended narratives.   
The final decision made during the process of deciding how best to not 
design the dialogue was to force myself to write in a style that diverged from 
all of the principles of effective writing – for both traditional and interactive 
media – that have been present throughout my career. Writing in such a way 
involved making use of elements specific to branching dialogues, such as 
choosing not to provide Context, and being judgemental. However, it also 
involved other writing practices generally considered poor within the 
creative writing field, such as mixed metaphors, late introduction of vital 
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information, and unintended alternate readings. Some of these will be 
discussed in section 7.4 (p. 217). 
7.3 CREATING THE PROJECT 
One of the constraints I placed upon myself when writing the project 
was the inability to edit. The first reason for providing the dialogue in such a 
raw format was in order to show the very basics of branching dialogue 
creation, without any of the polish that goes into tidying up a personal 
project.  
The second reason was to hold myself to the inability to plan. I did not 
allow myself to look at the dialogue as a whole until it had been exported 
into a PDF format, where I could no longer make changes. I did so because 
seeing the whole of the dialogue necessarily creates connections between the 
different paths that could be reflected during the writing process, resulting in 
a more coherent outcome. These connections allow one to retain a sense of 
the overall dialogue and to effectively remember the story as a whole, which 
leads to linking between the divergent paths more easily. Attempting to 
write without designing would have been undermined by the presence of 
such connections, and thus viewing the dialogue as a whole before 
completion was disallowed. 
The third reason for not allowing myself to edit was because the 
method I used for determining what kind of responses and dialogue to 
include was to choose to write what made me the most unhappy from a 
professional standpoint. Had I allowed myself the luxury of editing, I would 
have automatically replaced such responses in order to better represent 
myself as a writer. However, that was not the purpose of the exercise: the 
purpose was to do what made me deeply uncomfortable, then explore the 
reasons behind my discomfort (Haseman & Mafe, 2009). Editing would have 
allowed me to erase the memory of what I had created and thereby avoid 
having to analyse the feelings I experienced during the writing process. 
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Doing so would have undermined the intended outcome of the project, and 
was therefore disallowed. 
It is worth noting that writing the whole of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) 
took approximately half a day. Despite the relatively small size of the 
dialogue, and the aforementioned inability to edit what I had already 
constructed, choosing how to represent each path and where to place links 
nevertheless consumed time. However, the process did not take as long as 
writing a planned dialogue, such as To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010), did – 
what took the most time during that process was the meticulous editing for 
sense and linking that turned To Catch A Killer into a cohesive whole. It is the 
process of combining iteration with a stable design and extensive playtesting 
that results in an effective branching dialogue. Yet it was only through 
writing Interrogation that these requirements became clear (Haseman & Mafe, 
2009). 
 
7.4 ANALYSIS OF THE FINAL PROJECT 
As previously stated, writing Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) was a painful 
process. Making explicit choices to go against carefully honed instincts 
proved to be more difficult than I would have thought possible. At each 
stage, confronting feelings of horror at enacting writing ‘mistakes’ that 
would be shared as part of this exegesis led toward an understanding of 
assumptions that had previously been hidden (Yeates, 2009). No other single 
project has provided so many ‘shock of recognition’ moments in such a short 
timeframe, nor so fully revealed the tacit knowledge inherent to my craft 
(Haseman & Mafe 2009).  
Writing toward the absence of all four key terms – Agency, Ambiguity, 
Context, and Lack of Judgement – has created gaps within the text that can 
be used to highlight the implications of removing each particular concept 
from a branching dialogue. These gaps foreground the application of the 
research question: whether it is possible to separate branching dialogues 
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from their media in order to apply critique. The final results of the approach 
to this question will be discussed in Chapter 8. Nevertheless, it was with this 
question in mind that both the production and analysis of Interrogation 
(Taylor, 2012) took place. 
 
7.4.1 Lack of Judgement 
The final project, Interrogation, makes use of judgement on a dialogue 
level, rather than as an overall concept. Like Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 
2004), the player is expected to follow a specific narrative path, and is not 
allowed to deviate from it, except to be punished. Choosing an option that 
does not lead in the desired direction returns the player to the same node, to 
remake her choice, or progresses the story without her input.  
 
Figure 7.1. A screenshot of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) within the context of Chat Mapper 
(Urban Brain Studios, 2012), showing that all options lead to node 15, situated at the bottom 
left. 
 
Figure 7.1 explicitly highlights a moment of non-choice for the player – 
all of her options lead to the same outcome, progressing the story while 
reducing Agency. This application of judgement also undermines the 
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player’s ability to make choices: where she makes a choice that would derail 
the story, the game will simply ignore her input. For example, if the player 
chooses to let her colleague, Kade, die, she is given this interchange: 
 
Player: “Kill him. I don’t care, anyway.” 
Ariel: “You really are as cold as they say. But tell me the codes and 
I'll let him live.” 
 
The player cannot let Kade die, despite the fact that she may want to. The 
conversation is judging her action as inappropriate, and choosing to pretend 
it did not occur. 
In several ways, however, the dialogue does apply Lack of Judgement, 
but poorly. Toward the end of the scenario it is revealed to the player that 
Ariel is responsible for the death of the player character’s sister. She begs 
forgiveness, to which the player may respond, “You deserve to die!” The 
player is then presented with the following options: 
 
Player: “You deserve to die!” 
Ariel: “I didn't mean to kill her! You know that! I've always loved 
you!” 
 
Player choices: 
o “I love you, too.” 
o “Until you change your ways, we can never be together!” 
o “I will kill you myself.” 
 
In this case, the dialogue does not judge whether it is right or wrong for the 
player to accept Ariel’s apology. However, allowing her to choose “I love 
you, too” after the decidedly unloving line “You deserve to die!” sends a 
mixed message that results in inconsistent characterisation.  
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The main problem with the application of Lack of Judgement within the 
dialogue is that it is inconsistent: in some cases, the script herds the player 
along a specific path, despite her wish to interact. In others, it allows her to 
express herself in ways that are inappropriate to the content of the 
conversation. It is the inconsistency of the experience that provides the most 
confusion, as the former – the controlled pathway – exists at the beginning of 
the conversation, while the latter – freedom to violate the personalities of 
both the characters and the world (Adams, 2013) – comes into play halfway 
through. The sudden shift from judgement to non-judgement creates 
confusion because the ‘rules’ of the story have changed: the unexpected and 
unexplained freedom accompanies a power shift wherein Ariel, the player’s 
interrogator, is suddenly subservient. Neither of these sudden changes is 
conducive to a sense of Agency or to effective storytelling. 
7.4.2 Context 
Effective storytelling is further undermined by the removal of Context 
from key elements of the dialogue. The project, Interrogation (Taylor, 2012), 
utilises the lack of Context to disorient and undermine the player’s sense of 
Agency. It does so through several methods: by not assigning visible 
landmarks or dialogue styles to any of the characters; by introducing 
scenario-changing information with no lead-in; and by breaking the ‘rules’ of 
the situation after which it is named. 
The first method of disorientation is based upon the medium in which 
the branching dialogue resides. Chat Mapper is a dialogue mapping software 
program that creates a ‘mindmap’ of how the conversation’s branches will be 
laid out (Urban Brain Studios, 2012). One of the capabilities of the software is 
its ability to include character portraits. Another feature allows the user to 
play a simulation of the dialogue tree, which will display the dialogue in 
sequential order, allowing for branching (as seen in Figure 6.9). However, 
unlike To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 2010), Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) purposely 
contains no character portraits, and the software does not include sufficient 
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additional information for the player to easily distinguish which character is 
speaking. 
 
Figure 7.2. A screenshot of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) within the Context of the Chat Mapper 
simulated interface (Urban Brain Studios, 2012). 
 
The difficulty in determining who is speaking is compounded by the 
fact that, although the player’s options are those currently in italics, once a 
selection is made, her choice will be re-displayed in the same sans-serif font 
as the non-player character’s responses. Without character portraits, clicking 
through the available options quickly becomes confusing.  
The confusion of not knowing who is speaking is heightened by a 
choice made during the writing process to not assign a verbal identity to any 
of the lines being spoken. When writing dialogue that will only be read and 
not heard, care must be taken to ensure that each character has a distinct and 
recognisable voice so that they can be instantly differentiated from one 
another by the reader (Roberts, 2010). The decision made in the case of 
Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) was to write without any hint of nuance or 
personality, as I was going against my traditional writing background as 
well as my experience of writing branching dialogues. This was a side-note 
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to my other attempts at reducing Context, but it seemed to be effective in 
creating further confusion for the player.  
The next element of Context that was applied inappropriately was the 
inclusion of scenario-changing information without any kind of introduction. 
There are several instances of this within the dialogue: 
 
 When the player offers to tell Ariel what she wants to know, Kade 
says, “No! Don't do it! Think about your wife and child!” who the 
player has not heard of until now; 
 Ariel demands ‘the codes’ after revealing that she has captured 
Kade – these codes are purposely never explained; 
 Immediately after supplying Ariel with the code (singular), the 
player will be accused of lying ‘because of her,’ a reference that is 
deliberately obscure; 
 Following directly from this interchange it is revealed through the 
player’s dialogue options that ‘her’ refers to the player character’s 
sister, who Ariel killed; 
 Ariel then reveals that she is in love with the player character; 
 If the player refuses her advances Kade will enter, perfectly fine 
and having apparently freed himself. 
 
All of these events happen without any kind of dramatic lead-in, and 
many of them are never mentioned again. They refer to what Adams calls 
“the Problem of Amnesia” (2013, p. 48), in that the player character has 
different knowledge than that available to the player herself. Referencing this 
information without the appropriate Context creates confusion and 
frustration, because it introduces variables the player had no reasonable 
method of knowing about prior to them having an impact on the story. 
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The final method of destroying Context was to refuse to follow the 
‘rules’ of the dramatic scenario, as is evident from the events in the bullet 
point list above. The dialogue begins with the player handcuffed to a chair; 
by the end of the scene, she is either on a plane away with her new lover, 
who was also responsible for her sister’s murder, or being freed by her dead-
but-alive colleague. Neither flow of events makes sense – the player is never 
able to provide the correct codes that are the apparent reason for her capture 
(as the code the player character provides is revealed to be a fake), or to 
undertake any of the other tasks one would associate with the player 
character’s presumed identity as a secret agent of some kind.  
Despite torture being threatened, no torture takes place. What is 
impersonal and presumably about national security becomes deeply 
personal and about the captor’s desire to be forgiven. Nothing in the story 
ends: the shadow society is never revealed, the codes are never explained, 
Ariel’s role is never made clear, and the player’s character is never 
introduced. In short, it is an exercise in poor storytelling, because what little 
Context is established in the opening lines is completely undermined by the 
only two possible endings.  
 
7.4.3 Ambiguity 
Unlike Nyphesnae Revisited (Taylor, 2009b) and To Catch A Killer (Taylor, 
2010), which each technically had only one ending, the specificity of the two 
endings in Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) betrays the lack of Ambiguity used 
throughout. As shown in section 7.4.2 (p. 220), many of the situations with 
reduced Context also come from dialogue that contains an inappropriate 
amount of Ambiguity. What is surprising is that, despite my best efforts, 
there are some places where Ambiguity is, in fact, applied correctly.  
In terms of linking, Ambiguity is applied inconsistently. Invisible 
Ambiguity is used in cases where the player’s choice is irrelevant, as the 
story continues without her input (see Figure 7.1). Unless she replays the 
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dialogue, this type of Ambiguity will not be noticeable, and is considered to 
be a viable source of constraining the dialogue (see Chapter 5). The other 
type of Ambiguity within Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) is that of nonsensical 
linking – linking whose sole purpose is to point out to the player that it is 
occurring.  
 
Figure 7.3. A screenshot of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) within the context of Chat Mapper 
(Urban Brain Studios, 2012), showing an inappropriate link between the rightmost option 
and the middle option on the left. 
 
In the above example, nonsensical linking is taking place. If the player 
selects the rightmost option, the dialogue will run as follows: 
 
Player: “I’ll kill you for this!” 
Ariel: “[She pouts.] You really think they’d let me go after everything 
I’ve done?” 
 
The fact that Ariel’s reply doesn’t address the player’s chosen response 
indicates that inappropriate linking is taking place. There are several 
instances of nonsensical linking throughout the dialogue, the most poorly 
executed of which is an infinite loop. When Ariel reveals that she is in love 
with the player character, it is possible to have her unlock the handcuffs 
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holding the player character to the chair by saying, “I love you, too.” 
However, if the player then chooses to say that she tricked Ariel, Ariel will 
redeclare her love, allowing the player to redeclare her love as well, and 
leading back to Ariel unlocking the handcuffs yet again. This loop may 
continue for as long as the player has patience for it; nonetheless, it will do 
little to aid immersion or engagement with the work. 
The other type of Ambiguity within the dialogue is general Ambiguity: 
that is, poorly constructed sentences that either have an obscure meaning or 
contain an unintended alternate reading. Some, such as the player’s 
rightmost response in Figure 7.3 (“I’ll kill you for this!”), are merely 
uninformative, raising more questions than they answer. Ariel’s line, “After 
all, we have the man you came here with” has an alternate implication, while 
the player’s line, “You bastards! I’ll kill you all!” refers to previously 
unmentioned others when only Ariel has been shown to be in opposition to 
him. These lines were intended to foreground that fact that, without visual 
cues, Ambiguous dialogue can quickly become ineffective dialogue. 
 
7.4.4 Agency 
Interrogation (Taylor, 2012), as a branching dialogue, fails at producing 
Agency on several accounts. First, there is the aforementioned fact that the 
story will continue in the same direction regardless of the player’s input. This 
alone is not unusual or indicative of an ineffective branching dialogue, but 
the continuation of the conversation by ignoring what the player says was 
designed to be noticeable – that is, it was designed to rob the player of her 
sense of Agency. 
Second, actions that seem likely to have serious consequences have no 
outcomes at all. The player can choose to let her colleague, Kade, die. In the 
end he returns, alive and well. The player will eventually be forced to 
provide ‘the codes’ to Ariel. These will turn out to be fake. The player can 
allow Ariel to unlock the handcuffs holding her player character to the chair, 
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but beyond that she cannot escape by herself. Ironically, the only choice that 
the player can make that matters is that of the ending, where she can either 
forgive or reject Ariel, which will lead the player to one of the two endings. 
No other choice within the dialogue makes even the slightest difference. 
Third, actions that seem to provide choice overtly state that they do not. 
Attempting to callously allow Kade to die, for example, prompts Ariel to 
give the player another chance to save his life. The player saying that she 
doesn’t know the codes results in Ariel calling her a liar not once, but twice. 
The player can profess her love to Ariel, revoke it, then profess it again, with 
no change in Ariel’s demeanour. Even running away in the ‘happy’ ending 
involves no Agency, because the player is bundled on to a seaplane and the 
conversation ends.  
In short, everything that could be done to reduce the player’s sense of 
engagement with the work was done, including creating meaningless 
choices, forcing the player to renege on choices she had already made, 
moving the story in a specific direction without player input, introducing 
new story elements at unexpected moments, and providing only two 
endings, neither of which answered the original reason for the scenario. In 
addition, there are the aforementioned problems of incorrect links, broken 
links, and infinite recursive loops that act as invisible pitfalls the player must 
avoid in order to attempt to create a coherent experience of the story. None 
of these elements are conducive to a sense of Agency, or the ensuing 
engagement and immersion Agency can provide. 
 
7.5 REFLECTIONS ON THE FINAL PROJECT 
Writing Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) was simultaneously one of the 
hardest and easiest projects I have ever undertaken. The writing of it was 
difficult for the aforementioned reasons, namely because I was going against 
everything I had been taught and knew instinctively about both storytelling 
and branching dialogues. However, writing something that contained such 
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little regard for the player’s input, and actively attempted to subvert it, was 
also incredibly easy. 
To start with, one need not consider the individual tones of different 
characters. This alone reduces the writing load greatly: rather than requiring 
three voices for the player character, Ariel, and Kade, all of their lines can be 
written in the one invariable style. This reduces the need for other kinds of 
characterisation, such as ensuring that the non-player characters behave in a 
consistent manner. It also allows for wildly divergent player responses, 
which in itself makes writing a branching dialogue far easier, because no 
need exists to constrain one’s writing to a specific plot or characterisation. 
Following a strict three-option good-neutral-evil approach for all of the 
choice moments allowed for a more diverse series of branches, as the types of 
responses available did not have to be tailored to match the preceding 
content. Having a set number of types of responses makes writing those 
responses easy, because it is then the narrative, and not the player, that will 
have to attempt to behave in a consistent manner. When it cannot, because 
the paths are too divergent, it will already be time for another divergent 
choice – freeing the narrative from any responsibility to an inconsistent 
player (Adams, 2013). In other words, keeping strictly to three types of 
responses without variation opens the door to nonsense, as the very method 
of interaction borders on the absurd. 
Being superficially constrained by choice requirements does not mean 
that one is constrained in any other sense, however. Without a plan to follow, 
one has the freedom to write whatever one wants, and to take the narrative 
in whatever direction is desired. Rather than having to obey the constraints 
of conversation, which are agreed upon by social conventions such as turn-
taking and active listening, the progress of Interrogation (Taylor, 2012) 
depended only upon one direction: forward. As long as events were 
occurring and responses were being chosen, the conversation could be said 
to be in the process of being performed, and thus a success. Writing without 
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constraints removed the necessity to do well. The dialogue could be 
simultaneously anything and everything, without having to wonder if what 
was happening made sense. It was the very essence of writing for oneself, as 
the only intention was to create a project that was complete.  
In short, everything that is so necessary to writing branching dialogues 
– supporting Agency, making correct use of Ambiguity, ensuring Context is 
available, and applying Lack of Judgement to the player’s consequences – 
was absent from Interrogation (Taylor, 2012). That it bears many similarities 
to Ceci N’est Pas Un Titre (Taylor, 2004) and few with To Catch A Killer 
(Taylor, 2010) does not come as a surprise; that it answers with an 
unequivocal negative to all five questions devised from the analysis of 
‘successful’ branching dialogues is also no surprise. Interrogation was 
designed to break every tacit rule of effective branching dialogues, at which 
attempt, judging from playtester feedback, it exceeded expectations in a most 
fantastic manner. 
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Chapter 8: 
oncluding Remarks 
This exegesis has examined several different methods for approaching 
the analysis of branching dialogues within interactive media, from both the 
angles of the writer and the player. In this chapter I return to the original 
research question: whether it is possible to separate branching dialogues 
from their media in order to apply critique. 
 
8.1 REVIEW 
The understanding of writing for video games, one aspect of which is 
writing branching dialogues, is not yet understood to the point where there 
are rules for its critique (Murray, 1997; Adams, 2013). While some aspects of 
storytelling within games are similar to traditional media – such as plot and 
character – branching dialogues are by their nature incomplete until they 
have been played, as there is no preferred reading. In Aarseth’s words, they 
are ergodic texts which require non-trivial effort to navigate (1997); without 
an audience, branching dialogues remain in a state of both potential and 
completeness but do not exist in the usual narrative sense, as the internal 
elements of its plot are in flux until the dialogue is enacted (Turkle, 2011). 
 Chapter 1 focused on reviewing the state of video game writing both 
within the industry and within academia. The ludology versus narrativism 
debate was discussed, along with the definition of several key terms – most 
notably the idea of Agency – that separate writing for video games from 
writing for traditional media. It also examined current methods for critiquing 
storytelling within video games – analyses which are made mostly for the 
purposes of presenting writing awards – but concluded that there was not 
yet a set standard by which to critique video game writing. One possible 
reason for this is that writing for video games involves elements of design, so 
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any approach to critique would necessarily involve two disciplines that have 
not yet reconciled themselves to co-existence (Frasca, 2003; Adams, 2013). 
Chapter 2 introduced the methodology of practice-led research. It 
outlined why a project designed to collect both quantitative and qualitative 
data from players did not provide adequate information as to the nature of 
choice-making within games, and introduced the benefits of approaching the 
topic of video game writing from a standpoint of researcher-as-subject. The 
decision to follow this research methodology was based upon personal 
professional expertise that could be made explicit through practice and 
reflection (Haseman & Mafe, 2009). 
Chapter 3 introduced the specific domain of the study: branching 
dialogues within video games. The history of the player character as an 
interface element, then as a character in its own right, was outlined in an 
approach to discussing the evolution from text-based games to fully-voiced 
epics. The notions of player-based avatars versus character-based actors and 
common roleplaying systems of tripartite morality within games were 
touched upon in preparation for the analysis within the next chapter. 
Chapter 4 introduced the concept of dialogue interfaces and examined 
how their design could influence the presentation and interpretation of the 
writing they represent. The chapter discussed the varying ways dialogue was 
represented within the four commercial titles to be analysed in Chapter 5. It 
also concluded that dialogue interface design is as important to 
contemporary roleplaying video games as voice acting, animation, and 
writing are. 
Chapter 5 is comprised of the analyses of four contemporary 
roleplaying video games and introduced four key terms as part of a new 
taxonomy to facilitate that analysis – Agency, Ambiguity, Context, and Lack 
of Judgement. Each game was also analysed in terms of the assumptions it 
presented to the player: that is, the underlying ‘rules’ by which each section 
of story could be said to be governed. It concluded with five key 
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assumptions that were prevalent within games whose branching dialogues 
were considered to show the highest rates of player engagement, and turned 
these assumptions into questions that may be asked of any branching 
dialogue in order to ascertain its application of the core values of interactive 
narratives introduced in Chapter 1.  
Chapter 6 introduced a range of personal works from the length of the 
researcher’s career and analysed them using the same key terms as had been 
applied to the commercial titles in Chapter 5. The questions from the 
previous analysis were also applied in order to test their validity; positive or 
negative answers to the questions appeared to coincide with the application 
or absence of the core values of branching dialogues outlined in Chapter 1 
and expanded upon in Chapter 5. 
Chapter 7 introduced the final project: a dialogue that had been written 
with the aim of removing all of the aforementioned core values of branching 
dialogues in order to examine their absence. It concluded that removing 
three of the four aspects – Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of Judgement – or 
applying them incorrectly directly impacted upon the ability of the dialogue 
to provide the player with Agency, thus limiting her own ability to engage 
with the work. Those three terms were found to be subsidiaries of Agency, in 
the sense that without Ambiguity, Context, or Lack of Judgement, it is 
difficult for Agency to exist. 
 
8.2 CONCLUSIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPACT 
Much of the criticism of video game writing is based on a lack of 
awareness of what the goals of the process are. Games are large works, 
spanning tens of hours of play, and are almost entirely reliant on the player 
to drive the story forward at her preferred pace. It is therefore problematic to 
attempt to analyse the whole of the player’s experience during this time by 
using the usual methods of literary criticism (Adams, 2013), but neither has a 
method of critique unique to writing for video games arisen in recent years. 
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Of particular note within the broad range of ‘writing for video games’ is 
the concept of the branching dialogue. Most similar to the Choose Your Own 
Adventure text in traditional media, but without a preferred reading and 
with far fewer fail conditions, branching dialogues represent the emotional 
interface through which the player interacts with the game world, just as the 
computer screen represents the visual interface and the controls represent the 
mechanical interface. The reason for focusing on branching dialogues is 
because I believe they represent the best method of increasing engagement in 
the coming years by allowing the player to experience ever more 
complicated, dramatic, and responsive stories. As designer Jesse Schell says8, 
it is not until games are able to truly listen to the player that they will really 
come into their own as a medium (Schell, 2013). 
This exegesis provides an analysis of branching dialogues using a 
devised taxonomy based on professional and academic practice. Its goal is 
not to lay down guidelines for the writing or critiquing of branching 
dialogues, but to stimulate discussion about how such guidelines may be 
developed. The questions and terms included within the exegesis represent 
an initial framework that can be used to evaluate branching dialogues, and 
constitute a new contribution to the theory of writing for video games.  
Analysis of both commercial and personal texts using the devised 
taxonomy has proven illuminating. The creation of the final project further 
underlined the necessity of Agency to providing a compelling player 
experience. The subsidiary terms – Ambiguity, Context, and Lack of 
Judgement – are necessary for the creation and maintenance of Agency, but 
are not by themselves indicative of an effective branching dialogue. 
Similarly, while the five assumptions identified as being present in cases of 
high Agency are not the only assumptions that could be present in any given 
case, they can act as a lamplight toward examining branching dialogues, and 
toward ensuring that Agency is present when writing one’s own works.  
                                                 
8 Paraphrasing Chris Swain of USC. 
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As to the research question, I will restate it here: is it possible to 
separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply critique? I 
believe now that the answer to this question is negative. While the above 
analysis was conducted to examine only those elements which were 
particular to the dialogues themselves, such analysis also encompasses the 
medium. Agency itself is a term used to describe interaction: it can no more 
be applied to traditional media than current methods of literary criticism are 
suitable for examining video games (Murray, 1997).  
Thus while it is possible to apply critique to branching dialogues, the 
critique must take into account the nature of the medium in which the 
dialogues reside, as attempting to remove the interactivity from a text that 
requires interaction to exist in a definite form will only result in confusion. 
Thus, due to the specific nature of interactive narratives, it is not possible to 
separate branching dialogues from their media in order to apply current 
forms of literary critique.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A 
Chris Crawford, author of Chris Crawford on Interactive Storytelling (2004), at 
the International Conference on Interactive Digital Storytelling (2011): 
“Yes, the games industry… It’s interesting, they’re not pursuing people not 
things, they’re pursuing movies, and they don’t bother to understand 
storytelling. They just want to do cinema, so they want to use video and gee, we 
can’t use video unless there’s some story there, so let’s hire some hack to write 
up some sort of story so they can say there’s a story there. The story part is not 
an important part of the overall design, the architecture. You look at the money, 
the budget, the effort made, they’re really not paying any attention at all to the 
storytelling aspect. They like to talk about their wonderful storytelling elements, 
but if you actually play the games, the stories are really lame, they’re awful. And 
they really don’t give you much choice. In some cases they do the convergent 
solution thing where they give you choice, but no matter what choice you make 
you wind up at the same place, and wow. That’s really choice. So the games 
industry doesn’t get it, and I don’t think they ever will. They’re too comfortable. 
You don’t change unless you suffer, and the game industry isn’t suffering, so 
they’re just gonna keep doing the same thing over and over until it has enough 
pain to try something completely different.” 
 
-- Author copy of the Keynote speech, taken during the conference on 
November 30th, 2011 in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada.  
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Appendix B 
Pilot Project Results 
 
Figure B-1. Data comparison snapshot of 3 different players with the ‘same’ personalities 
(Myers-Briggs type INFJ and Bartle Explorer type) and their differing choices in 4 key 
conversations. 
From this small segment of the data collected, it’s possible to see that 
even the three volunteers who reported the most similar personality types 
did not have a consistency of interaction with the chosen game segment. 
Each number represents the dialogue option chosen, with the colour coding 
intended to make the disparity between the choices more clear. Although in 
some cases lines of dialogue are repeated, and were then selected by one 
participant or another, the relevant data is that the patterns are not identical, 
as the hypothesis stated that they would be. 
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Appendix C 
Collated Assumptions from Previous Analysis 
Comparisons of individually identified assumptions between analysed 
contemporary commercially successful titles. 
ME = Mass Effect 
DA = Dragon Age: Origins 
S = The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim 
DX = Deus Ex: Human Revolution. 
Mass Effect  ME  DA  S  DX 
1.       Context should never trump the player’s ability 
to determine her own dramatic pacing;  √  √  √  X 
2.       An Actor should speak with her own voice, 
which must not necessarily be reflected in the 
paraphrase of her dialogue; 
√  √  √  √ 
3.       Maintaining Context across dialogue options 
that the player may repeatedly select is an 
unnecessary constraint; 
√  N/A  √  X 
4.       The player’s right to express an emotional 
attitude should not be removed, even if that 
attitude no longer applies; 
√  X  X  X 
5.       Actions taken by the player character within 
conversations should be surprising;  √  X  X  X 
6.       The critical path player should feel like a ‘bad‐
ass’;  √  √  √  √ 
7.       Consequences exist for actions taken within 
conversations;  √  √  X  √ 
8.       Including points‐based conversation skills 
within the level up system will result in the player 
having to make decisions between her social and 
combat priorities; 
√  √  √  √ 
9.   Showing the player what she is missing will 
prompt her to adjust her playstyle.  √  X  √  X 
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Dragon Age  ME  DA  S  DX 
1.       Invisibly tailoring the conversation to the 
Context of the player’s emotional preferences (on 
the small scale) is worthwhile; 
N/A  √  N/A  N/A 
2.       Directly opposing dialogue options that show 
disparate emotional states should not be displayed 
simultaneously, the better to maintain player 
character consistency; 
X  √  X  X 
3.       Placing information within the available 
dialogue options saves time on exposition and 
creates a player character who is not a stranger 
within her own world; 
X  √  X  √ 
4.       Ambiguity coupled with smaller, more specific 
lead‐in lines allows for conversational threads to be 
drawn back together with less cognitive dissonance 
for the player; 
X  √  X  √ 
5.       The player’s emotional engagement with the 
game is shown by her taking a longer path through 
the dialogue; 
√  √  X  N/A 
6.       Emotional engagement within conversations 
should be rewarded;  X  √  X  X 
7.       Small lapses in conversational logic go largely 
unnoticed;  X  √  X  X 
8.       Dialogue options written for a male player 
character can be transposed onto a female player 
character with no changes made; 
√  √  √  N/A 
9.       The game’s intended maturity rating should be 
taken into account when making word choices 
within dialogue; 
X  √  X  X 
10.   Telling a coherent story can trump the player’s 
Agency in specific circumstances.  √  √  √  √ 
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Skyrim  ME  DA  S  DX 
1.       Time the player spends travelling can be used 
to provide information as non‐interactive narration;  √  √  √  √ 
2.       This information should come from the 
conversation the player could have had, and should 
be displayed as accessed once heard, should the 
player decide to engage the character in 
conversation later; 
N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
3.       No information‐gathering dialogue option 
should be removed, even after being accessed;  √  X  √  √ 
4.       The player should be able to exit any given 
conversation at any given point in time, without 
repercussion; 
N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
5.       Dialogue choices that don’t advance the story 
should be removed if not chosen, in order to guide 
the player to the critical path; 
N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
6.       Leading the player to a diminishing set of 
choices will serve the same purpose;  N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
7.       Limiting the player to variations upon the same 
choice (i.e. non‐choices) in order to ensure a 
specific outcome is acceptable; 
√  X  √  X 
8.       Telegraphing exactly what the player’s choices 
are is desirable, but only as relates to skill‐based 
conversation challenges; 
√  √  √  N/A 
9.       Skill points should enhance, but not make 
available, skill‐based challenges;  N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
10.   The player should be able to skip every dialogue 
and still complete the game.  N/A  N/A  √  N/A 
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Deus Ex  ME  DA  S  DX 
1.       Real‐world skills, such as active listening and 
empathy, can be applied to an in‐game context;  N/A  N/A  N/A  √ 
2.       Introducing an element of randomness into a 
usually static system results in invisible 
personalisation of the player’s story and removes 
the possibility of a single ‘right’ path; 
N/A  N/A  N/A  √ 
3.       Providing the player with ‘expertise’ in the 
form of the player character’s available choices and 
actions is an appropriate and invisible method for 
constraining possible outcomes; 
√  √  X  √ 
4.       The player’s actions should have consequences 
that can be inferred from the context surrounding 
each choice; 
X  √  X  √ 
5.       The player should not be presented with the 
opportunity to be inconsistent with her own 
choices; 
X  √  N/A  √ 
6.       Moments of choice should be non‐trivial;  X  √  X  √ 
7.       Trivial choices should be made for the player;  N/A  N/A  N/A  √ 
8.       Every choice provided should be viable (e.g. 
killing Zeke is just as valid as letting him escape);  X  X  X  √ 
9.   The game should empower the player to impose 
her own morality on the game world.  √  √  √  √ 
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Appendix D 
Lines that allow the player to stab Nyphesnae 
 
1. I think I've heard enough! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
2. Not likely, wench! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
3. And I've found one! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
4. Never! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
5. Hmmm... No. [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
6. Then you'd better go first! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
7. It's not enough! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
8. Time to put you out of your misery! [Plunge the dagger into her 
chest.] 
9. It sounds like she and I have a lot in common! [Plunge the dagger 
into her chest.] 
10. But I can hurt you more! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
11. She's told me enough! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
12. [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
13. I think it's time to use the element of surprise! [Plunge the dagger 
into her chest.] 
14. Then maybe I should just kill you both! [Plunge the dagger into her 
chest.] 
15. No, you're wrong! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
16. You had your chance! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
17. Then allow me to save you from her as well! [Plunge the dagger 
into her chest.] 
18. I'll free them from both of you! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
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19. Or you are! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
20. I say die! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
21. [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
22. My conscience? You're appealing to the wrong person! [Plunge the 
dagger into her chest.] 
23. If you don't have a reason to live, I'll be doing you a favour! [Plunge 
the dagger into her chest.] 
24. Ignorance is bliss! [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
25. [Plunge the dagger into her chest.] 
 
What is of interest in all of these lines is that they don’t make sense out 
of context – that is, they are specific responses to what Nyphesnae has said. 
This is where the lack of Ambiguity is particularly obvious, and, in a way, 
pointless – the dialogue would have been better served by deciding on 
distinct emotional states the player’s options could react to, rather than 
responding to Nyphesnae’s words at face value. 
What is also of interest is that options 12, 21, and 25 are the same, and 
yet, within the conversation file, they were not linked to each other. Doing so 
would have saved time and made the conversation slightly easier to follow 
from an editing standpoint. It is a testament to the confusing nature of my 
own conversation architecture that I did not do so. 
 
